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Signalling the end of the third wave that began in the last days of 2021, the Government,

on February 16, asked States to review and amend or end additional COVID-19

restrictions. Restrictions that hinder the free movement of people and economic

activities may no longer be necessary considering that the third wave seems to be truly

coming to an end, the Government noted. From less than 7,000 daily fresh cases in the

fourth week of December 2021, the number of cases began rising sharply in the last days

of 2021 and increased exponentially before peaking on January 20, with over 3,40,000

cases recorded. The decline in daily fresh cases too witnessed a sharp fall after peaking.

But relying entirely on daily fresh cases might give a misleading picture as the

Government revised the testing strategy on January 10, which makes only those with

symptoms and certain at-risk contacts of laboratory confirmed cases eligible for a test.

The sale of self-test kits soared in many cities but the reporting of results by their users

was poor. In addition, the mild nature of the disease in many fully vaccinated and

previously infected people might have led to complacency and a reluctance to get

tested. Despite the limitations in the measurement of cases, the sustained decline in the

number of cases and in the positivity rate since the third wave peaked does indicate

that the third wave is nearing its end. For the first time since the third wave peaked, the

seven-day average test positivity rate nationally fell below 5% on February 12; it was 3%

on February 16. But 16 States still report a seven-day average test positivity above the

national average; it is very high in the Union Territory of Puducherry (28.8%), Mizoram

(26.2%), Odisha (19%), and Kerala (18.4%). The true indicator that India has reached the

fag end of the third wave is reflected in the reduced number of hospitalisations.

The waning of the third wave caused by the extremely infectious Omicron variant

should be no reason to lull India into complacency. The notion that India’s enhanced

surveillance, manpower and infrastructure can “fight any possible COVID-19 waves in the

future” not only reeks of overconfidence but is also dangerous. Viruses continuously

evolve and what shade and characteristics the next variant will have and the impact it

will have even in a population which has a large proportion of people fully vaccinated

and/or naturally infected is unknown. Such bravado a year ago before the deadly second

wave driven by the Delta variant resulted in a large-scale loss of lives and badly

impacted the livelihood of millions in India. As long as the virus is in wide circulation in a

large percentage of the world population, India should not lower its guard even when

all restrictions to free movement are removed and economic activity is fully restored.
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi, in perhaps his first address this year on the theme of the

environment, remarked that it was not the planet that was “fragile”, but people and their

commitment to conserving nature. From James Lovelock’s Gaia hypothesis — that

posited the inter-connectedness of nature — to Nobel Laureate Paul Crutzen, who

warned that chemical effluents were altering the planet’s atmosphere and causing

harmful climate change feedback effects, many have made the case that humanity is in

the Anthropocene era and is like a geological force that is shaping the planet’s destiny.

However, this gives the distorted sense that it is a vaguely defined ‘planet’ that needs

protecting, a notion reinforced by apocalyptic documentaries on melting glaciers.

The truth is more complex. Man’s embrace of agriculture, the dominance of wheat and

rice as food crops and the clearing of forest tracts caused the first major large-scale

changes to global climate though their effects were apparent only over centuries.

Atmospheric changes due to the dawn of the Industrial Age and the use of fossil fuels

happened, relatively speaking, in a blink of an eye. What is common to both these eras is

that those who suffered the most are the poor, or those with the least agency to shield

themselves from a perturbed nature. Last year, Uttarakhand saw an avalanche of rock

and ice destroy two hydropower projects and cause deaths. The geology of the

Himalayas, scientists have long warned, makes the region inhospitable to large mega-

engineering projects and the several floods, landslides and earthquakes over the years

have underlined this time and again. But while the earth rearranges itself, it does so in a

manner that can be destructive and lethal to those least responsible for causing the

disequilibrium. Thus, if “fragile” were to mean a brittleness needing care, then it is

people and animals that need protection than a vaguely defined ‘planet’. India’s

position of climate justice is that it cannot be denied the right to rely on polluting fossil

fuel to ameliorate the living conditions of most Indians who have limited access to

reliable energy. Thus, India will continue to fire coal plants, raze forests for industry and

build roads in fraught geology — in other words, put the lives of millions of the

vulnerable at climate-risk in the pursuit of economic development. India’s commitment

to net-zero is set decades into the future at 2070. Unknown unknowns characterise

climate science and India, given its size and population, will be disproportionately

vulnerable. It must accelerate and prioritise the transition to energy sources that are

minimally perturbing to the natural balance because — and on this the science is certain

— the planet, which may be in a form incomprehensible at present, will long outlast its

current residents.


