


Covid fear cripples immunisation drive
SOHINI DAS
Mumbai, 25 April

A nshita Khanna (name
changed)hasathree-month-
olddaughter.Despite living

in Navi Mumbai, close to large
corporate hospitals, Khanna has
not been able to take her child to
the paediatrician for regular
check-ups and important vaccina-
tions, fearing that she will expose
the infant to the risk of coronavirus
disease (Covid-19).

Thepaediatrician’s clinic, too, is
closed, but hehas assuredher that
‘catch-up’ immunisation drives
will be held soon.

Immunisation against deadly
diseases is beyond the scope of
telemedicine. And healthcare
experts caution that countries like
India must not let down their
guards, lest there be anoutbreakof
preventable diseases likemeasles.

A dipstick survey covering 30
villages inRajasthanthrewupsome
worrisome numbers. About 250
childrenmissed their regularvacci-
nation schedule in March alone,
said Chhaya Pachauli, member of
the Jan Swasthya Abhiyan (JSA), a
nationalplatformthatco-ordinates
activities on healthcare.

These numbers are alarming.
India has around 600,000 villages
according to the 2011 census. Back-

of-the-envelope calculations show
that an estimated 5 million chil-
dren might have missed out on
vaccination in March, and those
numbers are swelling in April.

Pachauli explains that the
accredited social health activist
(ASHA) workers or community
healthworkers under theMinistry
of Health and Family Welfare
(MoHFW) basically drive the
immunisation campaigns in the
hinterland. "These are outreach
programmes and villagers seldom
turn upwith their kids at the pub-
lic health centres (PHCs) to get vac-
cinated. Now, with the ASHA
workers busy with surveillance
and other work during the Covid-
19 outbreak, this infrastructurehas
collapsed," she said.

In fact, in a note on April 20,
Vandana Gurnani, the additional
secretaryandmissiondirectorof the
National Health Mission (NHM),
MoHFW, acknowledged thatASHA
workers were undertaking addi-
tionalCovid-19work—community
awareness, access to testing, guid-
ance for essential services — and
requested states to pay monthly
incentives to theseworkers.

Leading vaccinemakers say all
vaccines, except those given
immediately after birth (such as
BCG), have been impacted.
Speaking to Business Standard, S

Sridhar, managing director of
Pfizer, said, "All vaccines except
those that are given immediately
after birth are expected to have
been impacted. The Indian
AcademyofPediatricians (IAP)has
recently issued guidelines to its
members on immunisation prac-
tices during pandemic. IAP is
organisingwebinars to educate its
members on this subject.”

Sridhar added that the website
of GAVI, the Vaccine Alliance, a

global public-private health part-
nership, says delays in vaccination
campaigns and routine introduc-
tions will mean at least 13.5 mil-
lion people in 13 of the world’s
least-developedcountrieswill be at
risk of not being protected against
diseases like measles, polio and
humanpapillomavirus (HPV),with
millionsmore likely to follow.

Others like Adar Poonawalla of
Serum Institute said because of
logistical issues, vaccine demand

had been hit as most countries
were unable to procure these
items. “In some countries, it is due
to the shortage of healthcarework-
ers and in some, the customs and
cargos are not available. Other
modes of transports like airlines
have been impacted as well and
most of all the mothers are not
willing to bring their children
because they fear getting Covid-
19.” It is estimated that about 65
per cent of theworld's children get

at least one Serum Institute vac-
cine in their lifetime.

Poonawalla warned that this
was a huge risk as there are far
worse diseases than Covid-19.

“All other vaccines should be
taken, especially for children aged
between0and2.All thesevaccines
are given, so that children are pro-
tectedagainstdeadlierdiseases like
pneumonia,measles, rotavirus, etc.
Wearenowgoingtobeat riskunless
we start all the immunisation pro-
grammes, and encourage mothers
to bring their children to clinics.”

Public health experts feel a pro-
tocol needs to be put in place for
restarting such drives. K Srinath
Reddy, president of the Public
HealthFoundationof India (PHFI),
said the protocol should cover all
parameters onhowclinics inurban
areas and PHCs in rural areas can
restart vaccination drives.

Some states are asking PHCs to
hold weekly vaccination camps.
Desai said around 1,400 rural
PHCs were holding camps every
week, while around 10,000 sub-
centres across Gujarat were con-
ducting camps and refresher
training programmes every day.
He added that this was in accor-
dance with guidelines issued by
the central government.

Pachauli said JSA has written to
the Rajasthan government and will

alsowritetothechiefministertostart
a door-to-door vaccination drive in
thestate. “IfworkontheMGNREGA
can begin, why not immunisation
drives?”Pachauli asks.

However, the Centre hasmost-
ly kept mum on the topic.
Government sources, however,
indicated that soon therewouldbe
an advisory on launching 'catch-
up' immunisation drives.

Meanwhile, adult vaccinations,
a much neglected area, has now
come under the limelight. Sridhar
explained, “The prevalence of
immunisation amongst adults in
India is very low. Most adults,
including the elderly, are unaware
that there are vaccines for a num-
ber of respiratory diseases such as
pneumococcal disease — one of
the most significant causes of ill-
ness among the elderly— and the
flu. Anumber of hospitals are now
starting up their adult immunisa-
tionprogrammes and centres, and
this should help improve aware-
ness and immunisation levels.”

The UNICEF recently said as
Covid-19 continues to spread glob-
ally, over 117million children in 37
countries couldmiss out on receiv-
ing life-savingmeaslesvaccination.
Measles immunisation campaigns
have already been delayed in 24
countries, andmightbepostponed
inmanymore countries.

As parents give vaccines a miss, experts warn that this puts children at risk of getting deadlier diseases like measles and rotavirus

HOW THEY STACK UP
Percentageofchildrenfullyimmunised Age-12to23months
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2015-16 (NFHS-4) Source: NITI Aayog / MoHFW
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Former prime minister
Manmohan Singh criticised
the government’s move to
freeze the hike in dearness
allowance (DA) of 5.6 million
government employees, and
asked his party to stand with
the employees.

In a video posted by the
CongresspartyonSaturday, its
formerchiefRahulGandhiand
senior leader PChidambaram
pointed at the “extravagance”
of the government spending
money on the central vista
development project and bul-
let train while subjecting gov-
ernment employees and even
pensioners to cuts.

The Congress posted
excerpts from a video confer-
ence of the party’s recently
constituted 11-member con-
sultative group.

In theexcerpts, the former
prime minister said, “I sin-
cerely believe it is not neces-
sary at this stage to impose
hardshipsongovernmentser-
vants and also on the armed
forces people.”

Singh, 87, who heads the
consultative group and is a
votaryofputtingmoneyinthe
hands of people as ameans of
economic revival, also said,
“We should be on the side of
peoplewhoseDAisbeingcut.”

The finance ministry on
ThursdayhaltedthehikeinDA
forcentralgovernmentemploy-
ees and dearness relief (DR)
for pensioners till July 2021.

In the video, Rahul
Gandhi said the govern-
ment was taking money
from the middle class,
not giving it to the poor,
and spending it on “extrav-
agant expenditure” like

the central vista.
Chidambaram said the

government should first halt
expenditure on bullet train
and central vista develop-
ment before freezing DA.

MSMEpackage
Congress interim president
Sonia Gandhi in a letter to
PrimeMinisterNarendraModi
onSaturdaysoughtimmediate
supportforthemicro,smalland
medium enterprises (MSME)
sector tosave it fromruin.

She suggested that the PM
announce a ~1 trillion “MSME
wage protection” package,
establish and deploy a
credit guarantee fund of
~1 trillion to provide immedi-
ate liquidity to the sector and
explore a waiver/reduction of
taxes forMSMEs.

Manmohan
opposesDA
hikefreeze
SoniawritestoPMonMSMEpackage

“I sincerely believe it is
not necessary at this
stage to impose hardships
on government servants
and also on the armed
forces people”

DILIPKUMAR JHA
Mumbai, 25April

Themetal recycling industry is
set to lose~22,000croretoship-
ping companies and container
freight stations (CFS)as the lat-
ter has not waived off demur-
rage or detention charges dur-
ing the nationwide lockdown.

Due to the countrywide
lockdown,which started from
March 25 for three weeks and

was extended till May 3,
almost all operations of facto-
ries came to a halt.

A large number of buyers
hadimportedscrap(shippedin
containers)asrawmaterialand
thesecontainershadstartedpil-
ingupat Indianports.

According to industry esti-
mates, more than 250,000
containerswithvariousmetal-
lic scrap are stuck at various
ports across India.

Anaveragedetentioncharge
is ~15,000per container. So, for
morethan60days, theamount
of detention/demurrage
charged by the shipping lines
willbemorethan~22,000crore
only to the recycling industry.

“The ministry of shipping
issued an order dated April 21
andthedirectorgeneralofship-
ping on April 22 waived all
kinds of charges at ports by
shipping lines and CFSs/ICDs
(inland container depots).
However,manyshippinglines,
CFSs/ICDs continued to take
detention/demurrage charges

from importers. If not waived,
metal scrap importers would
have to lose ~22,000 crore on
these charges. These charges
workouttoawhopping~80,000
crore forall importersofessen-
tial and non-essential com-
modities,” said Sanjay Mehta,
president, Material Recycling
Associationof India (MRAI).

In fact, the shipping min-
istry’s order specifically men-
tions the waiver of all kinds of
portchargesfor theentire lock-
downperiodplus30daysofthe
recoveryperiod.

“The CFSs have worked

uninterrupted, albeitwith lim-
ited resources, during the
entireperiodof shutdownand
cleared 104,000 TEUs (twen-
ty-foot equivalent units). If
thesecontainers canbeevacu-
ated, why not others. The
orders from various authori-
ties are proving counter pro-
ductive,” said Umesh Grower,
secretary general, Container
Fright Stations Association of
India (CFSAI), in a letter to the
chairman, Jawaharlal Nehru
Port Trust (JNPT).

Grower further said that
CFSs are employing around

25,000 skilled and unskilled
labourers, and thus, facing
severe cash flow issues.

The metal scrap recycling
industry has urged the gov-
ernment to direct shipping
companies andCFSs to follow
its orders immediately and
waive all detention/demmur-
rage charges for the entire
lockdown period and one
month thereafter.

Also, thereisanurgentneed
to declare recycling activity as
essential services along with
additional sanctioning and
waiver onworking capital.

Metal recycling industrystaresat~22,000-crore loss
Thisisbecausedemurrageordetention
chargehasnotbeenwaivedoff
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