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WHO in the middle

US-China battle over its role in pandemic may be precursor to struggle about future of
UN, multilateral institutions.

Editorial

As the record of the World Health Organisation in handling the coronavirus crisis becomes a bone of
contention between the US and China, India should not lose sight of its significant interest in promoting
long overdue change at the UN agency responsible for global public health. In his intervention at the G-20
meeting last month to coordinate global actions on the COVID-19 crisis, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
called for a reorientation of the WHO to make it more effective. Delhi must, however, caution the world
against excessive politicisation of the debate on the WHO's role and performance in a crisis that has cost
thousands of lives in China, from where the virus began to spread out, and in the rest of the world. The
time for a post-mortem, Delhi should insist, begins only after the war against the virus ends.

With the US likely to become the biggest victim of coronavirus, the debate about its origin, spread and
management has begun to acquire a sharp intensity in America. The number of dead in the US is now the
second largest at about 15,000, behind Italy at nearly 18,000. In the next few days the count in the US
might cross that of Italy. Twice in the last few days, Trump has criticised the WHO, for being too
deferential to China during the crisis and underplaying the danger to the rest of the world. Trump is
channeling the strong sentiment in the US that if the WHO had done its job, the world could have
significantly reduced the casualties. The WHO, however, has rejected the criticism and insists that its
actions have saved many lives. Beijing is standing firmly behind the UN agency. A battle royale is shaping
up at the WHO between the US and China and this could well be the precursor to a broader struggle
between the two for the future of the UN and other multilateral institutions.

Delhi, however, should not view the WHO'’s recent actions through the sole prism of US-China conflict.
Many major countries, including India, were deeply wary of the WHO’s policy guidance during the crisis.
As this newspaper reported on Thursday, Delhi chose to rely on the Indian Council of Medical Research
rather than the WHO in limiting the spread of the coronavirus. India is better off for Delhi’s independent
judgements. But that luxury is not available to most countries in the world, especially the developing
nations that rely entirely on the WHO’s wisdom. Delhi owes it to itself and its traditional constituency in
the global South to help ensure that there is an objective international investigation into the WHO'’s
performance in the war against the virus and identification of the correct lessons for dealing with future
pandemics. That, in turn, should pave the way for a badly needed revitalisation of the WHO, the only
collective framework the world has in dealing with challenges of global health.
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Pollution and pandemic

Health crisis has cleaned up air. It is global community’s duty to carry that forward.

Eeshan Chaturvedi, [ The writer is an environmental and energy lawyer and an assistant
professor at Jindal School for Environment and Sustainability ]

The coronavirus pandemic and its fallout have had
devastating effects in most parts of the world. The
swift and aggressive glocalisation of the world has
been stopped in its tracks. Industrial economies,
supply chains, essential commodities, public health
services, and various other activities have taken a
serious hit because of the much-needed
governmental regulations to curb the spread of
Covid-19. A silver lining, though, has been the effect
of regulatory social distancing and the blanket
lockdown of the industrial and service sectors on the
environment.

i

There are four main sources of air pollution: Stationary sources such as industries, power plants and
factories; mobile sources or vehicular transport; area sources such as agricultural tracts and cities; and
natural sources, which include volcanoes, cyclones and wildfires. The current lockdown seems to have
snuffed out a lot of the first three sources. The industrial, tourism and service sectors have been brought
to a standstill.

The effect of all this is apparent. For instance, the Air Quality Index (AQI) at Anand Vihar — infamous for
being one of the most polluted regions in Delhi due to the plethora of industries in its vicinity — has come
down from 229 (deemed poor) about this time last year to about 80 currently (regarded as satisfactory).
The difference is, in fact, much more when Anand Vihar’s current AQI is compared to that in November
last year — the region had recorded 447 then. There have been similar improvements in other parts of
the country — the world, in fact.

The natural question, then, is: Why have governments not been able to enforce such environmental
measures proactively? Why is the current situation a by-product of managing a pandemic? The most
obvious — and understandable — answer would be that the lockdown was needed to bring down the
fatalities caused by the pandemic.

However, according to a World Health Organisation report, the combined effects of ambient (outdoor)
and household air pollution are responsible for 70,00,000 deaths every year — largely as a result of
increased mortality caused by heart diseases, chronic obstructive pulmonary diseases, lung cancer and
acute respiratory infections. Compare this to the about 50,000 deaths in the three months of the
pandemic — about 2,00,000 deaths a year, via simple extrapolation, discounting other developments.
That is less than 3 per cent of the deaths caused by air pollution alone. We have not even considered
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other sources of pollution — water pollution, hazardous waste pollution — as well as displacement due
to glacial recessions and climate change.

The effort at reducing social interactions and cutting down commercial activities has been almost on a
global scale — and that has brought down pollution. This shows that positive actions by a handful of
countries or regions do not always improve the environment. Industries displaced from environmentally-
regulated regions move to other regions. Of course, governments would be hard-pressed to impose
measures designed for an international pandemic to address environmental issues like air pollution. It is
also not pragmatic to impose a blanket lockdown to address air pollution. Policy decisions will have to
balance socio-economic considerations with health imperatives. Inter-generational equity should be the
thrust of such efforts.

Under Common Law, the public trust doctrine is often invoked in cases of large-scale environmental
harm. The doctrine presupposes the government to be the custodian of the environment — its protection,
therefore, is the responsibility of the government. However, during the current pandemic the maximum
stimulus, especially in the technology and service sectors, has come from the private sector.

The government can consider promoting innovation in the private sector in matters pertaining to the
environment. Individual sectors can be made custodians of regions to curb pollution. For instance, green
indices of companies can be made a factor in their market valuation. Similarly, instead of adding
fuel/carbon tax at the time of issuing flight tickets, the same could be added to the yearly tax returns to
make a person aware of his/her carbon footprint. Some of these measures can be scaled globally within a
short time.

It has required a pandemic to clean up the environment. It is the global community’s duty to carry the
task forward.

Date:10-04-20

Heed Nature's Warning

COVID-19 is yet another call to humankind to mend its ways or perish
Kapil Sibal , [ The writer, a senior Congress leader, is a former Union minister]

The activities of homo-sapiens are often toxic. They interfere in nature’s design to sustain life. We are
predators destroying the veritable life cycle of nature of which homo-sapiens are a very small part. The
viruses that we have had to combat: MERS-COV, SARS COV 2 in the past are a warning to us. We must
mend our ways or perish. That is the message. COVID-19 has already taken over 50,000 lives globally.
This number will increase. While we await the vaccine, the availability of which is reportedly 12-18
months down the road, we will have to take preventative measures to limit, as much as possible, loss of
more human lives.

The virus has had its unintended consequences. With human activity at a standstill, the silence of our
cities has emboldened animals to move away from their constricted habitats. In the last 10-12 days,
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deers, sambars, neelgais, leopards are relishing our incarceration. Rapid urbanisation has limited the
space for animals. We are witness to Kashmiri goats sauntering on the streets of Wales. Birds chirping in
abandon, a rare phenomenon, cheers us every morning. Different varieties flocking in the sky can be
sighted. Woolly clouds floating across a blue Delhi sky is a welcome rarity.

Ambitious schemes of successive governments could not clean the Ganga. About Rs.5,000 crore was
pumped in to do the job without any substantial outcomes. During the course of the lockdown, Ganga is
healing herself. The three-four thousand devotees taking a daily dip in the holy river has stopped. There
are fewer people at the ghats daily. The quality of water is good enough to be consumed but for the
presence of bacteria. In fact, the river water is fit for bathing with dissolved oxygen levels upstream being
8.1 mg per litre. The closure of industries along the river, including 400 tannery units has helped. It is
clear that the river can recover. If we act with speed, we may see the Ganga flow in its pristine glory.

Yamuna waters too sparkle. Several years of planning, huge allocation of funds did not produce the
results we hoped for. But in a few days, the toxic foams have disappeared. Shutting down of industries
has made all the difference. Blue stretches of the Yamuna are heartening to see. The Hindon river is
showing similar signs of revival. The desire of human beings to bring more comfort to their lives has
brought discomfort to all other species. Nature, in protecting herself, protects us. Our senseless
destruction of the bounty of nature has paved the way for our own destruction.

Research has shown that the source of new emerging diseases is through inter-species transmission.
Human coronaviruses are associated with respiratory and gastronomic diseases. Animal-related viruses
also cause severe respiratory, zoonotic and virologic diseases in their hosts. Most animals carrying
viruses - bats, pigs, cattle or poultry — are isolated from humans. Novel human pathogens emerge as a
result of inter-species transmission. Studies have shown that inter-species transmission of animal viruses
to humans is a permanent threat to human life. Of the 12 bat species examined by experts, it was found
that the coronavirus identified with bats was responsible for emerging diseases in humans. We need
more studies of these viruses in animals to protect the human species from future attacks. An analysis of
public Genome Sequence Data from SARS COV-2 and related viruses clearly suggest that these viruses,
through a process of natural selection from non-human hosts, jump to humans after the latter are directly
exposed to the virus. As long as we keep consuming animals which host such viruses, the danger to the
human race is real. Wuhan, the epicentre of this virus, may well be associated with its transmission from
non-human sources to human sources in China.

The human race is under threat. Similar, perhaps more devastating threats, await us. Our survival is also
dependent on how we meet the challenges of global warming. People around the world have become
cynical about the intent of governments to meet these challenges. COP-25 in Chile also produced no
results. The developed world is not honouring its commitments and emerging economies are polluting,
like never before. The Himalayan glaciers, ice in the Arctic and the ice cover of the Antarctic are melting
at an unprecedented pace. Unless this is arrested immediately, global warming will be irreversible.

We live our lives in comfort because we put our self before nature. The availability of clean drinking
water, and the conflicts emerging therefrom, will be the next battlefronts. Global warming will impact
agriculture, which in turn, will jeopardise food security. Our coastal areas will be inundated. Island states
are likely to disappear. This will present a grave challenge to the economies around the world. Given the
abysmal state of health infrastructures globally, it will be difficult to combat the onslaught of new viruses.
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It is clear by now that If we threaten nature, nature will hit back, and in this battle, we are sure to lose.
We need to change our ways. Elites around the world, for their and our selfish comforts, have exploited
nature. Consumerism is now a self-destructive virus. We, the real predators, are a threat to nature’s ways.
Coronavirus is yet another warning for us to mend our ways. If not, the road to our extinction is
inevitable.
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A time for extraordinary action

An unprecedented scale of state investment is required to lift up the Indian economy

Tejal Kanitkar & T. Jayaraman , [ Tejal Kanitkar is at the National Institute of Advanced Studies,
Bengaluru, and T. Jayaraman is at the M. S. Swaminathan Research Foundation |

Even before the full impact of COVID-19 on the health of Indians is clear, the economic impact of the
measures required to deal with the pandemic are already posing grave problems. The Indian economy
was in dire straits even before COVID-19 reached our shores. Specifically, the lockdown and other
movement restrictions, backed by scientific and political consensus on their inevitability, have directly
led to a dramatic slowdown in economic activity across the board. What is their impact on the Indian
economy? This question calls for an urgent answer.

Methodology

We provide an initial, quantitative response, using a methodology that is based on the technique of input-
output (IO) models, first elaborated by the economist Wassily Leontief. Such models provide detailed
sector-wise information of output and consumption in different sectors of the economy and their inter-
linkages, along with the sum total of wages, profits, savings, and expenditures in each sector and by each
section of final consumers (households, government, etc.). Crucially, it pays attention to intermediate
consumption, namely consumption by some sectors of the output of other sectors (as well as
consumption within their own sector).

The key advantage of such a model is that it allows the calculation of the impact of any change in any
sector in both direct and indirect terms, which has made this model somewhat ubiquitous in the
computation of the economic impact of disasters. This also renders it well-suited to estimating the
economic consequences of COVID-19. Regrettably, the last officially published 10 table for India was for
the year 2007-2008. In our estimates, we use the IO tables for India published by the World Input-Output
Database for the year 2014 that updates the 10 tables for individual countries using time series of
national income statistics.

To calculate the impact of the lockdown, we proceed by constructing four different scenarios of the
number of workdays lost in different sectors. Assuming that the estimated annual output is distributed
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uniformly across the year, it is possible to calculate the daily output and therefore the daily output loss.
The direct and indirect impacts of the lockdown are then estimated using 10 multipliers which are
assumed to be constant. We then calculate the percentage decline in the national gross domestic product
(GDP) 0of 2019-2020 that this impact amounts to.

Impact on various sectors

Our model (see table) shows that the loss of GDP ranges from 17 lakh crore (7% of GDP) in the most
conservative scenario, where the average number of output days lost is only 13, to X73 lakh crore (33%
of GDP) in the most impactful scenario, where the number of days of lost output averages 67. In
intermediate scenarios of 27 and 47 days of lost output, the GDP decline is X29 lakh crore (13% of GDP)
and 51 lakh crore (23% of GDP), respectively. We emphasise again that the number of days of lost
output noted here is only an average across all sectors, and that we do input in the calculation of different
numbers for each sector, based roughly on the available information in the public domain and exercising
some judgment. Further details can be accessed at https://bitly/2UXK5WR). These, of course, need more
accurate representation, an exercise that can undoubtedly be best carried out by national statistical
institutions and their State-level counterparts. These estimates also accord well with other estimates,
such as those of the OECD that suggest a 20% loss to GDP for India.

Even assuming that sectors will have varying lockdown periods, all sectors face serious losses due to
their interdependence. If we take the scenario where a prolonged lockdown happens, averaging about 47
days across sectors, we find that the mining sector faces the largest drop of 42% in value added despite
that sector itself being shut down for, say, 35 days as we have assumed, which is less than the economy-
wide average. The electricity sector sees a 29% fall in value added, even though it faces no shut down per
se. Losses are expected across all sectors in terms of both wage compensation and availability of working
capital.

The linear character of our estimates, intrinsic to 10 analysis, does not allow incorporation of feedback
effects and assumes that output commences where it left off without further constraints. We have
attempted to correct for this by using varying number of days of output loss across sectors, but this is
quite possibly inadequate to capture the continuing economic impact. We are faced today with the unique
situation where both supply and demand have collapsed in several sectors. In some sectors such as
agriculture, the impact may manifest in delayed fashion, if the anti-COVID-19 measures, or the pandemic
itself, affects agricultural operations in the next kharif season, even if, as reports suggest, much of this
year’s rabi has been successfully harvested. Given the database we are using and the initial character of
our analyses we have also not explicitly accounted for possible shortfalls in exports due to lack of
demand elsewhere in the world, as well as the unavailability of intermediate imported goods that are
crucial for the Indian economy. Nor are we able to adequately separate the impact on the informal sector,
that is partially aggregated with the formal sector in the database that we are using and partially
unaccounted for due to lack of data. Dealing with the travails of the informal sector will require separate
sector-wise considerations.

But the most striking feature of even this simple calculation is the all-round pervasive impact on the
economy of the anti-COVID-19 measures that we are currently undertaking and that are likely to
continue in modified form for a short period. Measures such as debt relief, postponement of revenue and
tax collections, immediate relief in cash and kind to the poor, and revamping and scaling up public
distribution are all undoubtedly necessary but far from sufficient. Our numbers suggest that the resort to
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huge stimulus packages that developed countries have already started putting in place is by no means
mistaken.

The way forward

India needs a similar strategy. As Kerala Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan pointed out, extraordinary times
need extraordinary action. We need to compensate and pump cash into the hands of not only wage
workers in the formal and informal sectors, and also into the livelihood activities of the informal sector,
but businesses too need to be primed with handouts in the case of small and medium enterprises, and
with a variety of concessions even in the case of larger businesses. It is critical to preserve the productive
capacities of the Indian economy across the board. The annual budget of the current year, already passed,
clearly cannot cope with such a massive effort and needs to be revisited by suitable parliamentary
measures.

Redistributing expenditure, seeking to keep the fiscal deficit “under control” as it were, through measures
such as cutting back on government salaries, are unlikely to be helpful. Apart from sending the wrong
signal to private sector employers, who have so far been exhorted to maintain salaries and wages during
the lockdown, it is quite likely to lead to further reduction in demand since the government is the biggest
employer in the country.

Finally, one must note that the current crisis is not a transformatory moment for the Indian economy,
even if the scale of the impact and recovery process will undoubtedly push the economy in new
directions. But “greening” the economy or more radical transformative measures are not particularly
relevant in its current state. What is needed is ensuring the key role of the state to lift up an economy that
is in danger of being brought to its knees, and to restore some semblance of its normal rhythm, by an
unprecedented scale of state investment.
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