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PROLOGUE

The last one and a half years have been tough for all of us; the whole world to
be in crisis mode was hard to imagine. The COVID-19 affected us in different
ways; a few amongst us even suffered the loss of dear ones. But, yes, the corona
pandemic has also managed to teach us a few things. We learned to adapt and
carry on in ways we never imagined we are capable of. During the initial months,
after corona made an unwelcomed entry into our life, everything seemed
blurred. But slowly, we learned to live with the pandemic, armed with a new set
of vocabulary and behaviour changes.

Like several other institutions, the CSES also had to reinvent our ways of
doing research to meet our commitments and take up new challenges thrown
at us by the COVID-19. Swiftly, CSES could find its feet and spin into action by
engaging on a range of research themes linked with the COVID-19 pandemic.
We did a couple of quick studies to assess how different population segments
are coping with the pandemic. We launched an online internship programme
for young researchers on the research theme “impact of COVID-19 and the
preparedness of various government functionaries, elected representatives,
and community organisations to combat the pandemic.” We also started a
Series on the CSES Facebook, called In Limbo, where we invited people from
different walks of life to share their experiences or reflect on the COVID-19. The
response to our Series In Limbo was astounding. Apart from the large number
of responses we received, what was interesting was the profile of contributors,
which ranged from senior researchers, practitioners to school children, and the
diversity of topics and regions covered. The Series started on 8 April 2020 went
on till 17 December 2020, with 46 articles.

At the CSES, we contemplated curating these valuable collections of thoughts,
which could be useful for the future. Hence came the idea to publish an e-book
with selected articles from the Series. The e-book In Limbo: Reflecting Upon
COVID-19 Pandemic essentially brings together a collection of experiences,
thoughts, perspectives from individuals from various walks of life from different
parts of the world. The e-book has two sections: one with articles in English,



and the second part contains those in Malayalam. We have arranged
the articles chronologically. It does an interesting reading on how we
reacted to a pandemic both individually and as a society. I hope readers
of the e-book will find it interesting and serves as a source of a collective
memory of the corona crisis we experienced and how we stood the test
of time.

I want to thank each of the contributors who generously contributed
their time to the Series. The credit for coordinating the Series goes to
CSES researchers Ms Aswathi Rebecca Asok, Dr Rakkee Thimothy, Mr
Krishnakumar K.K, Mr Ramshad M., Dr Parvathy Sunaina, Mr Bibin
Thambi and Mr Ben Rois Jose. I would also like to thank the excellent
support received from the CSES research fraternity in bringing the
e-book.

Dr N. Ajith Kumar
Director, CSES
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WHY FISCAL CONSERVATISM
EVEN IN PANDEMIC TIMES

DR. K.K. GEORGE

In recent years, the country appears to
be subjected to a series of shocks. The
first in line was demonetisation, second
was a poorly conceived, badly designed
and weakly implemented GST and the
third in line is the current pandemic.
The pandemic was of course not a man
made one, at least not made in India.
However, it did not emerge suddenly.
It started appearing in different parts of
the world much earlier. But the package
to prevent this pandemic came all of a
sudden with just a three hour notice
for the country to standstill. Obviously,
we could not have expected the Prime
Minister to go into the details, but
one would have expected him to hand
over the mike to the Finance Minister
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and she would have given the
details. But what happened
was that, she in turn appointed
a committee which in turn
appointed sub committees and
then the package of measures
were conveyed to the states. The
process took enormous time
which especially the poor people
in the country could ill-afford.
More importantly, the mitigation
measures, which finally came
out, were actually are packaging
and amalgamation of already
existing schemes with very little
additions.

The central government has
two instruments of policy in
its hands. One is the monetary
policy to be implemented by the
Reserve Bank of India (RBI).
During this crisis, the RBI policy
came in bits and pieces and
the measures announced were
more in the form of palliative
care rather than any substantial
intervention. What they did
was only to reduce the interest
rates. The major initiative should
have come in the fiscal policy.
In fiscal policy, there has been a
sort of the golden rule of three
percent of the GDP as a limit to
the fiscal deficit. There is nothing
sacrosanct about this three
percent. In times of emergencies,
the central government had
relaxed this three percent norm
on its own. Even this year, it

appears that the central government has already
exceeded the fiscal deficit target of four percent.
As I had argued elsewhere earlier, actually there
is a case for sharing these excessive borrowings of
the central government among the states as the ill-
effects of the larger fiscal deficit in terms of inflation
is to be borne by the state governments also. But
that never happened in India. So nothing more
could have been expected.

The central government has got a big bonanza
in the form of the steep decline in the oil prices
which is running around $20 per barrel now. This
windfall profit of the public sector refineries and oil
companies could have been shared among the state
governments.

The states had been forced to restrict their fiscal
deficit to three percent, which did not get relaxed
even in view of this emergency situations. Of late,
there has been some relief in the case of disaster
relief fund. But the distribution of this fund, as it
turned out has been very uneven and discriminatory
towards the badly affected states like Kerala (due to
its strong connection with Gulf countries).

As I had extensively discussed earlier, there has
always been a divergence between the fiscal powers
of the state government and its responsibilities. Till
recently, the only buoyant source of revenue for the
state was the state sales tax. With the introduction of
the GST and the abolition of the sales tax except for
a few commodities, there are few buoyant revenue
resources available for the state governments. Now,
the state governments are left only with the stamp
duty, VAT on the sale of beverages and surplus
from the same and (which is a state monopoly)and
revenue from the sale of lotteries. All these sources
have dried up in the view of total prohibition and
the temporary ban of the lottery sales imposed now.
The stamp duty also has come down as there is no
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land transaction taking place because of
the total collapses of the land market.

Coming to the expenditure responsib
ilities, the major burden of providing food
and health care to the citizens in general
and the poor in particular is on the state
for which they do not have adequate
resources -both physical and monetary.
After the global break out of the current
pandemic, the government of Kerala
has been doing pretty well in providing
minimum food and other provisions for

Published Date : 7 April 2020
Chairman, Centre for Socio-economic & Environmental
Studies (CSES) is an expert on Public Finance and
Centre-State relations

the poor. But then, how long it can sustain
it because ofthe state’s poor fiscal resource
situation is a big question to be answered.

In addition, Kerala is facing another
problem, which has not been recognised
by the central government yet. We have
a large volume of migrant labourers who
are unable to go back to the native places
and the state has to provide for them. But
in the food quota, which is made available
to the state, this dimension has not been
considered.
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NEIGHBOURHOOD STORES
DURING A PANDEMIC

ASWATHI REBECCA ASOK

It would have been quite unimaginable at the turn of this century
had someone told us that with a single click on the phone, everything
we need would reach our doorstep. Over the last few decades, the
markets flooded with commodities, inventions, innovations and
technological developments have changed our consumption patterns
unprecedentedly. Many of us, particularly from a middle or upper-
middle class background, prefer shopping from online platforms
or one-stop shops like hyper marts and supermarkets rather than
running between a nearby provision store, a vegetable vendor and a
fish market. We never paid heed when our neighbourhood grocery
shop closed down as it lost out its customer-base (including us) due
to the competition thrown by the nearby supermarkets.

However, crises such as the current global pandemic and the
resultant lockdown compel us to reflect upon such minute things
which we kept aside until now, very conveniently. After the imposition
of lockdown, we might have gone to our regular supermarket; to see it
closed or with a long queue at the billing counter. Then, hesitantly we
might have returned to our old neighbourhood provision store. And

R R e R T T
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the chettan/chechi there would
have welcomed us just like the
pre-supermarket days; refreshing
the old bonds, asking about our
family, chit-chatting with us
about the current situation. We
would have reciprocated with
enquiries about their family,
availability of the stock and
ultimately wondering how he/
she will endure the tough time.

What is the relevance of these
small neighbourhood stores in
enabling us to survive through
this desperate situation? Don’t
we need to support them even
after this period passes? These
thoughts occurred to me from
small talks with three retailers
after one week of lockdown. One
is the owner of a neighbourhood
provision store (Rafeeque), the
second is a small vegetable vendor
(Rajan), and the third one is
the owner of a supermarket, a
childhood friend of mine (Anas)
(The names provided here are
fictitious).

Rafeeque has been running
the shop for the last many years
in the same place, and he seemed
quite happy. “I am getting an
adequate supply of goods as
before from the same wholesaler.
I have not lost out on customers;
on the contrary, my customer
base expanded. Since everyone is
sitting at home, all of them buy

goods from me only. Earlier many of them used to
purchase from somewhere else on their way back
from office” It seemed that a couple of factors
enabled him to keep the shop open even in the face
of low sales in some days. Firstly, he stays very near
to the shop, which is a family enterprise. Therefore,
the operational cost required to keep the shop open
(such as payment of salaries) is much lesser for him.
Secondly, his ensured customer base and ability to
stock the most locally relevant assortment of goods
reduce his capital investment. Unlike the massive
capital costs (such as huge space) involved in
running the supermarket, the intimate knowledge
of the local consumer community helps him to
prudently utilise the limited space of his small
shop. He keeps only what the local community
needs while using the wholesaler as a warehouse.
With a smile, he assured me that I do not need
to worry about the supply until his shop remains
open. “If you need any specific thing, let me know.
If possible, I will arrange it for you™

Rajan is a small roadside vendor (a tiny shop,
referred to as madakkada/pettikkada in Malayalam)
mainly sells eggs, vegetables, bananas and plantains
acquired from the locality. Confidently he said:
“Since I have fixed customer base and regular local
supply mechanism, the lockdown did not affect me
badly. The local farmers do not need to worry about
the market for their products until I am here”

However, I could not feel Rafeeque and Rajan’s
confidence in my friend Anas, the owner of a
famous supermarket chain in my locality. “The
supply is not regular and adequate. We are getting
enough supply of essential goods like rice. But as
you might already know, merely selling them will
not cover our daily expenses. On some days, we
run out of vegetables and fruits, and on some days,
the shop is filled with vegetables and fruits without
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.

any customer buying them. Last week, people were
rushing to stock things, and we were falling short
of meeting their demands. This week, sales have
declined sharply. Even if the sale is less, we have
to bear a substantially high cost to open the shop,
such as salaries and electricity charges. With this
uncertainty, it will be difficult to keep the shops
open throughout this entire lockdown period.
Since there is government regulation that only five
people can enter a supermarket at a time, the last
week witnessed long queues in front of our shops.
Maybe because of that, people are generally hesitant
to come to supermarkets now. We attempted
converting one of our shops for online delivery.
But that did not work properly due to the staff
shortages. We have cut down the working hours of
our employees as it will not be possible for us to pay
them as per the current scale”

Now we will discuss the most important
point of this note; how do such scattered small
neighbourhood kirana stores/pettikkadas, not
requiring massive capital investment and overhead
costs, enable us to overcome this difficult period?

The hoarding of essential commodities by
the traders and middlemen to profit from the
panic scenario is a common headache for any
government. The last two floods in Kerala witnessed
similar endeavours, despite strict government
vigilance, at least in some parts of the state. It
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is quite natural to expect the
same in the present situation,
too, when the entire world is
running to defeat a microscopic
virus. How many days more,
how much more restrictions...
no one can give a definite answer.
We all were rushing to pile up
things regardless of the state
governments assurance on the
continuous supply of required
commodities (the natural out-
come of such stocking could have
been the rise in prices).

The interventions experime-
nted by the Kerala government,
such as the distribution of
essential commodities through
ration shops and setting up of
community kitchens (to provide
cooked food to the needy),
instead of resorting to direct
cash transfer, were smarter ways
to evade hoarding. Transferring
cash would also mean that
people have to venture out to
procure commodities, which has
to be restricted at this juncture to
control the community spread.
Perhaps, Kerala is the only state
in the country that distributed
free ration to all, irrespective
of priority and non-priority
card differentiations. As per the
official data, 63.5 per cent of total
PDS cardholders in Kerala have
purchased their share within
four days by complying with the
physical distancing protocol.

Beyond these efforts, do the neighbourhood
provision stores have any role in preventing the
possible hoarding and consequent price rise during
hard times? Imagine a situation, no grocery shops
and vegetable vendors are available in our locality,
and we have no other choice but to depend on the
nearest supermarket to purchase all the required
goods. This will provide them with some monopoly
power in sales. In a panic situation, we are forced
to remain at such shops’ mercy, believing whatever
price they charge from us is the fair price. They do
not have any personal bond with us; therefore, they
do not care whether we are jobbed or not, whether
we have money in hand or not.

On the contrary, the personal relationships
developed between the neighbourhood shop owners
and the customers work in two ways, beneficial
for both sides. The intimate knowledge about the
customers and the consequent accountability, many
a time, prevent the neighbourhood shop owners
from raising the prices arbitrarily. Similarly, such
relations help the public to withstand the jobless,
moneyless crisis periods. “Many of my customers
are daily waged, and I know that they don’t have jobs
during the lockdown. Most of them have a credit
book (known as pattu book in Malayalam) with
me, and I continue to provide the goods on credit.
They are my regular customers residing locally,
and I know them very much personally. They have
to depend on me in the future, so it is imperative
for them not to break my faith. Therefore, I am
sure that they will repay my dues once things get
better, and they start going for work,” Rafeeque
paused. Besides, such shops’ nature of operation
ensures that one seller cannot take advantage of the
situation by acquiring monopoly power.

Although no accurate statistics are available, it
is roughly estimated that about 12 million to 14
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million petty shops operate in the unorganised
retailing sector across our country. These include
the local kirana shops, owner manned general
stores, convenience stores, hand cart and pavement
vendors. They are usually vulnerable to economic
shocks, as we saw during demonetisation. However,
considering their potential to provide a livelihood
to a significant number of families, their ability to
prevent the creation of monopolies, their capacity
to back the local economy and the public during
difficult times, the government may think of
support mechanisms (such as ensuring smooth
supply of goods) for them during this lockdown
period. This pandemic adds public health
dimension to the relevance of such shops. Through
their scattered nature, they facilitate us to practice
physical distancing, which is the need of the hour.

Now I can very well relate to what one of my
friends residing in the middle of Delhi once said:
“I miss a kirana store (grocery shop) in the corner

Published Date : 8 April 2020

Research Associate, Centre for Socio-economic &
Environmental Studies (CSES), Kochi. Her research
interests include development, gender, agriculture, and
employment.

of this street, as in my village,
where I can conveniently go and
buy things on credit as per the
needs and close the account at
the beginning of each month.
It would be much better than
making absurd calculations
and buying things together for
a whole month from the hyper-
mart in the nearby mall at once
my salary is credited”

So, rest assured... even after
this pandemic and lockdown
is gone, ....nammade chettante
kada, will be right there around
the corner. All they need is a little
support from us who were their
regular customers... once upon a
time...
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DOES ANY ONE CARE?
LIFE OF MIGRANT WORKERS
DURING COVID-19

DR. RAKKEE THIMOTHY

Story so Far

The migration landscape
has  witnessed  tremendous
changes in the last decade,
with migrant stock growing
in magnitude and migration
flows becoming diversified - a

fact that holds for both international and internal
labour migration flows. What remains unchanged
is the predominance of low skilled workers in
these labour flows and the lack of appropriate
administrative structures to respond to the needs
of different categories of migrants. It is essential
to recognise that a significant share of migrants
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from developing countries are
engaged in the informal sector.
The majority of such activities
offer poor working conditions,
often hazardous activities, where
the right to health and safety
of migrants are compromised.
Several studies have noted
challenges faced by migrants
to be part of the formal social
security system and their limited
access to informal social support
networks; this situation that
holds for both inter country and
intra country labour movements.
The pandemic COVID-19 has
opened up the pandora box
of problems encountered by
migrant workers across the
world, which are conveniently
forgotten by mainstream society.

Never have we acknowledged
labour migration as a process
beneficial to both labour
sending and receiving regions.
On the contrary, migrants are
stigmatised, for taking away
local jobs, labelled as spreading
diseases, contributing to crimes,
increasing garbage, draining
public infrastructure, threatening
the social and cultural fabric of
labour receiving regions, and
the list goes on. The present
crisis brought by COVID-19
has brought into full display our
long held bias against migrants
across or within countries. We
demonstrated how easily we

R R RN

could dispense migrants, even if it means redrawing
borders between countries. Here the discussion is
not on the wealthy, educated migrants, who might
have a different set of issues to deal with during the
present crisis, but on poor, low skilled migrants
engaged in manual work and/informal sector.

Let’s Face Racism

The concern voiced by the UN Secretary-
General Antonio Guterres about the possibility of
discrimination against certain groups of people
due to coronavirus pandemic is not surprising.
Labelled as ‘Chinese virus, initial negativity was
directed towards Chinese people. Incidentally,
referring to Ebola as ‘African virus’ is nothing but
racial. As all of us know, such stigmatisation is not
displayed only by ordinary people. Those in power
fueled such racial attacks. Even after the present
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pandemic started to destabilise
the American economy and
society, US President Donald
Trump seems to live in a denial
mode, blaming China, Chinese
people, or Chinese immigrants in
the US, to be more specific. Apart
from the blame game, something
which has not received much
attention is how it is affecting
the migrants, particularly low
skilled workers in the informal
sector. Data indicates that in
some of the countries worst
affected by COVID-19, like Italy,
Spain, the USA, UK, the share of
undocumented migrants tend to
be high. Such workers, maybe,
without legal documents to
work or stay in host countries,
are mostly engaged in sectors
that do not provide appropriate
health and safety measures
and often receive poor wages.
How do migrants survive
during COVID-19? Do they
have enough food during the
lockdown? Do they know how
to protect themselves from the
infection? Are they able to adopt
preventive measures against the
virus due to their cramped living
conditions? What are the health
care options available to them?
Can they afford it? What are the
additional vulnerabilities faced
by undocumented migrants who
fear, seeking medical or financial
help will put them on the radar

of immigration officials? Of course, questions are
endless, though answers at best are half baked,
sporadic or often absent.

In Italy, the pandemic’s epicentre in Europe, it
was convenient to blame migrants for spreading the
infection. Far-right leader Matteo Salvini, former
deputy prime minister of Italy, was among the first
to target migrants for the COVID-19 outbreak.
Anti-immigration rhetoric was also vocal across
Europe; in France, Hungary, Germany, Spain and
Austria. In many countries, people from China and
other Asian descent are reporting racist attacks and
feeling insecure. Such a feeling of suspicion against
foreigners may stay or get worse if leaders continue
their baseless blame game on migrants.

There exists no reliable evidence to support
that COVID-19 has spread among migrants more
than the native population. Prato province in
Tuscany, home to Italy’s most prominent Chinese
community, is a case in point. Ethnic Chinese, who
make up about a quarter of Prato’s population, are
engaged in the textile industry, though the region
noted the lowest infection rate in Italy. But this
may not be necessarily true in other places. For
instance, Lombardy in Italy, which has some of
the world’s top cloth and leather fashion labels that
employ many migrant workers, recorded one of the
highest infection rates. The situation is likely to be
extremely difficult for undocumented migrants in
Europe and elsewhere, who keep the country afloat:
farm work, stocking grocery stores, delivering
food, care work, cleaning homes and buildings and
several other poor remunerative jobs. Factors like
deplorable living and working conditions and other
social determinants of health of migrants make
them more vulnerable to infection in comparison
to the native population. The focus needs to be not
against the migrants but the situation of migrants
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that aid in spreading the virus.
It is practically impossible for
those staying in crowded places
to practice social distancing or
practice good personal hygiene
habits. Further, for many migrants
testing and medical facilities tend
to be unavailable or unaffordable
and paid quarantine leave is not
an option. Even worse, their poor
economic conditions may force
them to work despite being sick,
and in the process, may infect
others.

New York, the centre of the
COVID-19 pandemic in the
United States, is estimated to
have 5,00,000 undocumented
immigrants. Due to ‘stay at

home orders, several of these undocumented
workers are without work. While some domestic
workers continue to work, even work more hours,
so that their employers can work from home
uninterrupted!! Enough evidence exist on the gap
in access to health care between White Americans
and African Americans. The latest data highlight
a sharp increase in COVID-19 infection and
mortality among African Americans than the other
communities. So it is not hard to imagine the plight
of undocumented migrants in the US. They may
avoid seeking medical care for fear of being coming
under the scanner of immigration authorities.
Issues of migrants are likely to get less attention,
affecting their access to essential services, as the
Government is mobilising all resources to care for
their citizens. For instance, in Italy, several projects
providing migrants with food and other essentials
have come to a halt.
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The situation is likely to be
similar in the Gulf region, which
accounts for a significant share
of low skilled Indian workers
who stay in the labour camps.
A conversation with a Welfare
Officer in one of the labour camps
in Dubai suggests that there are
5,000 workers in different camps
run by his company alone who
supply workers to construction,
maintenance and cleaning sites
across UAE. Now, there is no
work due to two weeks lockdown
to combat COVID-19. In such
situations, it is not mandatory for
the company to provide food and
accommodation to workers as
per labour laws in the UAE. This

Published Date : 10 April 2020

is going to have a considerable impact on migrant
workers and their families back home.

Joining the Dots

As pointed out by Tedros Adhanom
Ghebreyesus, the director-general of the World
Health Organization, “the greatest enemy we face
is not the virus itself; it’s the stigma that turns us
against each other. We must stop stigma and hate”
Several questions remain unanswered. But yes, the
pandemic has managed to teach us a few things,
the most crucial being ‘COVID- 19 does not care
for your identity-your place of birth, language or
religion. The best learning from the crisis would
be to acknowledge that we are fighting to contain
the pandemic and let our compassion transcend
human-made borders.

Fellow, Centre for Socio-economic and Environmental
Studies (CSES), Kochi. She specialises in research themes
related to labour market dynamics, labour migration, and

skill development.
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~ TheFoodand Agriculture Organization (FAO) hasalready
. warned us about a nearing global food crisis generated by
~ the current COVID scenario. Many countries, including
India, are observing lockdowns currently. It needs to be
remembered that, in any emergency, the issues faced by
| people working in organised and unorganised sectors
are quite different from each other. The prevailing class
differences further get magnified in such difficult times.
For instance, a regular salaried person with relatively safe
savings can happily enjoy his/her working from home,
simultaneously sharing quality time with beloved ones.

Meanwhile, the mere survival of marginal farmers
and daily wage workers gets challenged due to the
constraints embodied in the physical distancing and
lockout concepts. The novel notions of ‘work from
home’ and high-speed internet connectivity have zero
significance in their daily manual labour. In this context,
I would like to narrate the lives of marginal farmers of
my locality (in Wayanad district) during this pandemic.

In my area, a large majority depends on small scale
agriculture for their livelihood. Many of them own

i " -
- H
B 4 . o i T" g 'i"
- B 2% Yo =
L i X .
A K 3
-..-:"-I 1,- = . ) b -:" i |
& - »
G R - B e .
= ’_ & r £

. T
3 2w A




TEECEEELEREEEEEE R R R R R U EEE R ey [N LIMBO: REFLECTING UPON COVID-19 PANDEMIC  THLELEEELEEELELEEEEREREREREREEREREETi

land of fewer than three acres in
extent. The months of March and
April are the harvesting season
of pepper, cashew nut, banana,
bitter guard, and pea, some of
the region’s principal crops. The
low price of produce and high
operating cost have already made
farming a non-profitable activity
here. Besides, the nationwide
lockdown posed additional
challenges, such as a lack of
market accessibility.

Consequently, the  price
received by a marginal farmer on
the product of his/her sweat has
witnessed a sharp reduction this
year. For instance, the price for
banana received by this section
was Rs. 50 per kg during the same
time in the last year, while they
get only Rs. 12 this year. Similarly,
for pea and bitter gourd, the
price came down from Rs. 40 in
March 2019 to Rs.10 and Rs. 8
respectively in March 2020. With
the continuation of lockdown,
a possible hike in agricultural

commodity prices due to the bottlenecks developed
in the production and distribution side is almost
certain. However, from past experiences, it is
evident that the benefits of such a price rise will
not reach the hands of the actual tillers but will be
pocketed by the middlemen.

Due to restrictions on movement, the
agricultural sector of my region is experiencing a
massive shortage of labourers for harvesting. The
unavailability of drivers and vehicles to carry their
produce, highway blockades, shut down of retail,
agricultural markets, lack of availability of inputs to
prepare the land for the next round of cultivation,
and the consequent price rise of the inputs are
the other major factors disrupting the smooth
procurement of sales of the products.

In my area, most small farmers rear cattle, which
helps them earn an extra income. Besides, animal
waste is a major fertiliser for their cultivation. The
farmers possessing cows usually give milk to the
nearby Milma societies. However, during the initial
period of the lockdown, Milma was not procuring
milk from them due to its inability to sell. Farmers
were forced to dump the excess milk as there was
a limit for consuming by the family themselves
and sharing with their neighbourhood. Shortage
of cattle feed was also a severe challenge faced by
them.

R T T TR T T



TEECEEELEREEEEEE R R R R R U EEE R ey [N LIMBO: REFLECTING UPON COVID-19 PANDEMIC  THLELEEELEEELELEEEEREREREREREEREREETi

However, timely intervention
from the state government
and local bodies has helped
this section greatly. Firstly, the
agricultural activities to be done
during this period have been
added as an essential service by
the state government. Secondly,
Vegetable and Fruit Promotion
Council Kerala (VFPCK) and
some private traders joined hands
and collected farm products from
the fields and distributed them
to different community kitchens
set up in Wayanad and nearby
districts. Under the supervision
of people’s representatives and
agricultural officers, it was also
ensured that the farmers receive
a fair price in these transactions.
For example, Thavinhal is the
Panchayat which occupies the
first position in the production
of banana and other vegetables
in the Wayanad district. During

Published Date : 15 April 2020

the lockdown, more than 60 tonnes of vegetables
were collected directly from the fields. Thirdly,
providing great relief to the farmers, due to the
state government’s intervention, a milk powder
producing company at Coimbatore has agreed to
buy milk from Milma society. Now around 50000
litres of milk is procured by this company per day.
To a great extent, such interventions were proved
to be beneficial for the lives of marginal farmers in
my locality.

Of course, these issues are not exclusive to
my Panchayat district or state. These are the real
hardships experienced by every small farmer of our
country. Kerala government has set forth certain
alternate ways to alleviate their misery, which can
be adapted to other states contexts too. A lot more
needs to be done. However, I wanted to make the
sole point in this note that in this neo-liberal world,
where an Indian farmer is already struggling to
live on, government interventions and protective
measures are imperative during an unprecedented
crisis like this. Otherwise, the number of suicides
and hunger deaths of poor Indian farmers will
outnumber the number of deaths due to the novel
Coronavirus.

Hailing from Wayanad, Kerala, the author is a Research

Scholar at Kerala University.
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| SEE YOU

SANDHYA SUNDARAN
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I live in a suburb of Dubai. In the last two weeks, I have spent most of my
time indoors. But I do go outside. Twice a week, I head out to buy groceries.
Once a day, or maybe every other day, I step out to water my garden. Yes,
this is different from pre-pandemic when I shopped almost daily (buying
only just a few things at a time), took long walks, and went to the gym. But
I am managing okay without them. I am still getting to do these things,
even if in smaller doses and slightly different ways. I can also interact with
friends and family - thanks to Zoom, Botim and ToTok.

I have been working from home. To be honest, there are not that many
things I miss about working from home, under quarantine. But there is one
thing I have recently come to realise I do miss: interacting with strangers.
There is little to no possibility of having brief, beautiful moments with
someone I have never met before like I often had pre-quarantine. And
I miss that. I was the kind of person who could spend hours in a coffee
shop, watching passers-by, listening in on snippets of their conversation,
wondering what kinds of lives they lead.
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Today, I see fear and anxiety.
People are struggling to hold
on. Some, trying to make sure
they can get the best that their
wallet affords them. I see anxious
mothers wiping down trolleys so
that they do not carry infection
back home, and I wonder how old
her children are; if they are well.
I see another father hoarding his
trolley and wonder how many
children he has. I wonder if his
fear is goaded on by the numerous
unverified claims from different
forwards or just making sure
he stays safe in case of an actual
food and toilet paper crisis, albeit
selfish.

I cannot explain why brief
encounters  with  strangers
energise me like no interaction
with friends and family do. I like
seeing it as an accomplishment
that I can survive an interaction
with no intrusion into privacy.
Now, I cannot tell if a person is
smiling at me behind their mask
or wondering if I am a carrier. I
wouldn’t blame them especially

Published Date : 19 April 2020

since I am doing the same!

I once read somewhere, “Sometimes a stranger-
not a friend or a loved one-can significantly improve
our day, providing comfort or helping to broaden
our perspective” I assume this goes back to when
we, as a species, need the affirmation that we have
the social skills to interact with people who are not
from our tribe.

I admit I have been afraid during these trying
times. When Covid-19 first hit UAE, I was
uninformed, like most citizens. I thought a mere
brief encounter with a stranger could lead to
sickness, hospitalisation, even death. I began to
ignore strangers, averting my eyes. I felt bad for
avoiding people, barely acknowledging the lady at
the counter during my grocery store runs.

Now I am more informed. I know how to protect
myself, how to stay as safe as I can. I know I need
to keep my distance when I am outside. The brief
moments that I do forget that we are in a pandemic,
and I encourage a conversation, and when people
reciprocate and speak to me, I feel better. I am
reminded this is a brief time, like all times.

But I still very much miss those times before the
pandemic, when moments with strangers were more
frequent when they happened face-to-face when I
could stand within six feet of someone I have never
met before, look them in the eye, and say, without
words, ‘T see you, knowing that they see me, too.

The author is an accomplished event planner/producer in
the UAE. In her nearly two decades of life in Dubai, she has
also guided many small and medium local business
enterprises on market strategy, target access and marketing

communications.
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The word ‘Quarantine’ has been recently added to our
vocabulary and had become a part of our day-to-day life. And
believe me, its experience is worse than its pronunciation.
What does Quarantine actually mean? It is basically separation
and restriction of movements of people who have potentially
been exposed to a contagious disease to ascertain if they
become unwell, reducing the risk of them infecting others.
The word was used for the first time in Venice, Italy, in 1127
regarding Leprosy, and most recently, we all started using it in
the context of the current COVID-19 outbreak.
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I am a research scholar pursuing my doctoral
studies at the Centre of Social Medicine and
Community Health from Jawaharlal Nehru
University (JNU). I had been in quarantine from
22" March, and this quarantine experience became
crucial for me not only from the perspective of my
studies but also due to its forceful entrance into my
life.

In the last week of January, the World Health
Organization had declared the Coronavirus as a
pandemic, as the virus was swiftly spreading across
the globe, creating an atmosphere of anxiety and
panic. Yet, most of the western liberal countries
seemed to move rather sluggishly towards a
concrete plan to combat its threat. Their citizens
are now paying for this sloppiness as the epidemic
had turned into a catastrophe there. The slowness
in reacting to the situation by the Government
of India during the initial period can also not be
overlooked. Initially, the Central Government
had refused to issue any public advisories on
COVID-19. However, on March 24t%, all of a
sudden, a nationwide lockdown was announced
by the Prime Minister without doing the basic
preparedness. Along with the migrant workers and
informal labourers, students like me staying away
from our hometowns suffered from this abrupt
lockdown.

During the initial days of Covid spread in India,
Kerala and Maharashtra were the worst hit states.
So I prefer to stay at my hostel and continue my
doctoral research work. Suddenly, a circular was
issued on 20t March by the university asking us to
vacate the hostel premises within 48 hours.

I got quite nervous as it was not safe to travel
when the virus was spreading at an alarming rate.
In case I became the carrier, it could prove deadly
as I have aged parents at home. Besides, I did not

have sufficient money to book
a ticket as my fellowship was
already delayed. Amid all these
confusions, I realised that all my
friends were planning to leave
the campus by 2274 March. I was
completely shattered and finally
decided to discuss my issues with
friends.

One of my friends emerged
as a ray of hope in those anxious
days, who lent me money to book
tickets. After considering all the
pros and cons, I decided to fly
instead of travelling by train. I
thought that in the flight, the
security checking and scanning
would be better than the train.
Finally, I booked the flight
for 22nd March, from Delhi to
Kozhikode.

I thought that heavy screening
and checking would take place
at the airport, but nothing of
that sort could be seen at the
Delhi airport. However, most of
the passengers had taken their
precautionary measures, and
the fear of the pandemic was
quite visible in their eyes. I was
frequently using sanitisers and
trying to avoid unnecessary
touches. Some of my friends were
also travelling on the same flight.
We safely reached Kozhikode
airport, and at the exit gate, health
department officials of the Kerala
government were examining
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the passengers and measuring
their body temperature with
thermometer guns. Passengers
were also given a form to fill
in some details such as the
name, address, previous health
conditions, travel history for the
last month, etc.

Since we arrived on the day
of Janata Curfew, no public
transport was available. So my
elder brother came to pick me
up from the airport. While we
were in the car, my hometown
felt strange because the usually
busy streets were completely
deserted. During an almost one
hour journey, we saw hardly a
few people on the road.

On reaching home, I
disinfected all my belonging and
informed my family that I would
be in self-quarantine for 14 days
as per the instructions given by
the health department. On 23rd
March, at midnight, I received
a message that one co-traveller
in my flight was diagnosed with
COVID-19. This news shook
my family and me. The health
department issued a notice
asking all the passengers of the
flight to report soon. I reported
to the Corona Control Cell of
my district the next day itself.
On the same day, I got a call
from the primary health centre,
and the ASHA worker and other

health workers visited me and collected all the basic
details. They asked me to observe a strict quarantine
for 28 days and informed me that there could be
legal actions against me if I break the rules. They
also patiently explained to my family and me all the
required precautionary measures. This was the first
time experience for me becoming a suspect case of
an endemic. This particular incidence provides me
with two different perspectives: one as a suspect
and another as a public health researcher.

It is not an easy task to sit in isolation alone for
around one month, trapped within the four walls
of your room. Our own home would feel like a
cage when you have no option other than staring at
your ceiling. You have to maintain distance from all
your loved ones. The loss of freedom and boredom
created other traumatic effects. Negative thoughts
struck me continuously: what if  had direct contact
with that COVID-19 patient? Will I be the reason for
inviting the virus into my house and to my family?
I became more disheartened on recalling that if my
university had not sent that immediate circular,
I could have escaped this situation. However,
determined to fight the scenario, I completed my
one month period quarantine.

During that atmosphere of despair, I made all
possible efforts to stay connected with my friends
to survive the loneliness. Even though I felt stressed
out and irritated many times, with the help of my
best friend, I could engage myself in productive
activities such as writing. My family members’
continuous care and support need a special mention
here. Besides all these, health authorities were in
constant contact with me. Not even a day during
the entire one month period, I missed a call from
the Corona Control Room. They regularly enquired
about my health condition and even were ready to
provide me with essentials such as groceries and
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medicines, if required. Psychological
counsellors from health authorities had
also called me frequently.

As a public health researcher with
firsthand experience of an endemic, I think
the world has a lot more to learn from how
our small state handled the situation. The
state government had deployed extensive
and invasive surveillance to bring the
virus’ spread under control. Monitoring
and managing the outbreak were efficient
with the help of tools such as manual
surveillance for contact tracing and setting
up of district control rooms. Every day, I
was waiting for the daily press meet of the
Chief Minister, which felt for me like an
energy drink. Under the strong leadership
of the Chief Minister and Health Minister,
Kerala society has demonstrated that
within all the constraints, even with
limited resources, the pandemic can be

Published Date : 24 April 2020
Research Scholar, Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU),
New Delhi.

managed effectively. Adding to Kerala's
success story, the state that reported the
highest number of cases till March had
swiftly flattened the curve. It was possible
due to extensive measures such as early
detection, contact tracing, 28-day strict
home quarantine and a robust public
health system.

There is a famous philosophy that
the health of individuals and the whole
community is the result of many
interactions, which is an integral part
of the development of society. Health
maintenance is a major social investment
that involves individual, community,
state and international cooperation and
solidarity. Kerala had effectively shown it,
and I remember the words of our Chief
Minister “keep physical distance and
social unity, we can defeat the COVID- 19
jointly”
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AWAY FROM FAMILY

VANDANA VENKATESWARAN

Being away from family, that too in a different country, during a global pandemic
is quite difficult to endure, especially when you are alone at your residence, not
even meeting up or hanging out with friends. You will always be worried about
your near and dear ones back at home. They might also be very much concerned
about your safety; thanks to technology, at least we could see each other and hear
the voices daily.

I work at a research institute
in Germany that has been under
lockdown since March 14t 1
live in a very small town, majorly
populated with old aged people. I
should say, except for the frustration
in remaining confined within the
four walls of my residence, the
lockdown has not much affected me;
I get a regular monthly scholarship,
therefore financially fine. Most of
the researchers of my institute are
working from home. In Germany, as
far as I see, everyone is not losing out
his/her job due to the lockdown. For
instance, some construction is still
going on at my institute, maintaining
physical ~distance between the
workers. Even small scale businesses
and jobs that do not require any
physical contacts are continuing
without much hindrance.

Grocery stores are opened all days
and allowed to function on Sundays,
but many don't do so. They also build
in some protections for the cashiers
(plexi glass or foil covers). Standing
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in a queue is marked with a label; every one meter
distance is marked with a red sticker, so everyone
knows where to stand. However, I cannot say that
everyone is observing these regulations strictly.
Still, a few people are being careless and breaking
the rules of physical distancing.

Most of the restaurants are closed down, which
is a major source of subsidiary income for migrant
students in Germany. One of my cousins studying
in South Germany and working at a restaurant for
a daily wage lost out his income due to the closing
down of his restaurant. However, he told me that he
could manage as the government provides subsidies
and economic reliefs to daily wage workers.

To deal with this unheard-of scenario, the
government of Germany is working along with
Robert Koch Institute and strictly adhering to
what the scientists say, which is a good thing, I feel.
Looking into and managing things scientifically
and spreading evidence-based information are the
need of the hour. People are also encouraged to
keep track of things on the Robert Koch website.
The government is also maintaining an amazing
healthcare system and providing good support to
healthcare workers. The testing rates in Germany
are also quite high, with more than 20000 testings
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Researcher, Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Biology,
P16n, Germany.

per one million population. The
government also introduced
a ‘medical taxi’ system. The
healthcare workers go to the
homes of the positively tested
people / people with symptoms /
people who have been in contact
with tested people and do regular
monitoring. All these factors
must have contributed to the
reduced death rate in Germany
compared to its neighbouring
countries and other European
nations.

However, humans show
their real mentality when their
lives are affected. Here too,
people are hoarding medicines,
soaps, disinfectant, food, etc.
But whenever someone has
been tested positive or shows
symptoms,  people  display
unending humanity by helping
them (maintaining physical
distance, of course). Nobody
is reported being ill-treated or
faced discrimination.
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AN “INVISIBILISED™ SECTION...
DO WE REALLY CARE ABOUT THEM?

JOSHITA NAG

COVID-19 has come with a whirlwind of challenges that have brought the
whole world to its knees. The health impacts, economic impacts, social
impacts and emotional impacts are all being dreaded. While we all have our
own set of anxieties to gear up for, one of the cohorts often missed out is
CHILDREN. Even when we talk of children, we universalise the identities,
experiences and needs of the children. The group “Children’, just like all other
demographics, is characterised by complex and multi-layered differentiations
and diversities. Therefore, the impact of the pandemic on children belonging
to different socio-economic background requires to be understood separately.
Marginalisation amplifies vulnerabilities. Therefore, there is a growing need
to look into the issues of deprived children, such as those belongs to Adivasi
and Dalit communities, transgender, non-conforming children and children
with fatal diseases, disabilities or mental illness more deeply during the
Covid-lockdown period.

As a social worker working with and specialised in child rights, I cannot
stop thinking about how our children endure this situation. Are we prepared
to support them? This article is not intended to give any advice or suggest any
solutions; this is a completely reflective piece, which hopefully makes us all
think. Let us go through some situations that add up to the vulnerability and
threat to children in general and see if COVID19 magnifies the vulnerability
further.
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Urban Slum Dwelling Children

Children living in the slums of urban cities
often belong to migrant families or families that
survive on the adult members' meagre daily wages.
Their access to food, especially nutritious food,
has drastically affected due to the closing down of
schools, Anganwadi centers and mid-day meals!
This has also put them out of learning environments.
There is also no surety when the learning will
resume with growing uncertainty about when
this lockdown will end. While the entire world is
moving to digital platforms to enable “work from
home”, educational institutions have also started
attempting digital learning. But do the majority
of our children in India have access to this super
luxury? We are completely undermining the reality
of the huge digital divide existing in our country.
Digital access for most of us is the only form of
connectivity during these times of isolation. But
in these acts of belongingness, connectivity, are we
able to include everyone?

Forget digital learning; we are always harping
about social distancing in these times, but in a
dingy slum lane, with houses that don't have even
one feet distance between them, how are people
supposed to maintain one metre distance? Social/
Physical distancing is an elite luxury that millions
of people cannot afford in our country. Slums
mostly have shared resources like community
toilets. All of us have notched up our sanitation
mechanisms to fight this pandemic. However,
when thousands of people share a toilet, how do
we maintain the kind of sanitation required to
keep this virus away? According to the 69thround
of National Sample Survey (2012), above 20% of
the urban slum dwelling population uses public/
community toilets, and around 36.1 % had no access
to toilets. Do they have access to clean water and

sufficient soaps/hand sanitisers
to comply with the hand cleaning
guidelines mandated by World
Health Organisation (WHO)?
Besides, when one has to choose
between starvation and possible
exposure to the virus, what will
one choose?

Many women in these slums
work as house help in urban
families. =~ Their = movement
between different houses to earn
their bread throws them at a
high risk of getting exposed to
the virus. Most families did not
give their house help off until
the country went into complete
lockdown with no possibility of
travel. The complete lockdown
snatched away even the meagre
source of income they had, which
severely affected the children's
nutritional requirements. The
children who belong to such
sections are now forced to starve.

Open playing spaces have
never been a luxury for the slum
dwelling children, but it was a
social necessity for them given
the narrow space at their home.
Children in urban slums grow
up together. Even during these
times, if any of us have access to
get any ground report, we will see
how children are not confined
within homes, not because they
don’t want to be, but simply
because they don’t have adequate
space. However, many of them

e R L TR T



even lost this space and their only
enjoyment in life -group play- due
to the lockdown. With the rising
number of cases of community
transmission in Mumbai, we are
waiting on a ticking bomb of the
slums in Mumbai. If you have
any idea of the living conditions
of these slums (beyond Dharavi,
too!), you will know that social
distancing in these places is 1000
years away! In such a case, if
any slum has an outbreak of the
virus, will we be able to contain
the spread? I seriously doubt.

Children in Rural Areas

Even though the pandemic
has not spread yet in rural parts,
and we hope it doesn't, the lives
of children in rural areas are
equally affected. With the stop
of goods and services from cities
to villages, children will only be
able to access basic food, if at all,
and not adequately nutritious
food. They, too, are missing out
on mid-day meals, as well as
the leanings from school and
anganwadi centers. The digital
divide is far higher for the rural

* |
{ I

population. For homes where electricity is yet to
enter, expecting digital learning infrastructure is
way out of line.

If the economy does not support farmers in
harvesting and transporting their produce to the
cities, we might even witness hunger deaths amongst
children in rural areas in the coming weeks. It is
also important to always remember that access to
prompt health care is of utmost importance during
a pandemic. Do our villages have that? Are the
existing health care systems, food security, and
other essential services in the rural areas equally
accessible to all the people in the villages?

Children in Child Care Institutions (CClIs)

It is a reality that CCIs in India are highly
overcrowded in general, which provides an
alarming picture of the alternative care system of
our country. Given the lockdown, things might
get worse for our CCIs. We cannot be even sure
about the food situation of such homes. With the
crowding of children, there is a high chance of the
rapid spread of the virus in such homes. With the
shutdown of contact with the outside world, there
will be no visits from families, which may affect
the mental health of such children. Their learning
process got hindered. Will this invisible population
ever truly recover from these setbacks? Child Care
Institutions are not just ‘orphanages’; they cater to a
multitude of needs of children.
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The daily routine stipulated for children in CCIs
is imperative for their mental growth and character
formation. However, with the imposed lockdown
and staff shortages, their day today routine gets
affected, which will have a detrimental effect on the
overall development of the children.

Children in Conflict Zones

Children in conflict zones, children of refugees,
children in relief camps, children affected by
communal violence are vulnerable to a crisis like
the current Covid pandemic. The recent communal
attacks in Delhi left more than 50 people dead. The
massacre has forced thousands of families from
North East Delhi to seek’ refuge in camps situated

on the outskift’s Qf Delhi How will the faniilies in

Hundreds of : Vulnera_blhtles affect ch1_ldren.
Children who are dealing with mental illnesses
and physical disabilities might be struggling to
overcome this crisis scenario. How many of them
have access to their own set of necessities, which
may differ from the able bodied people? How do

the children take care of their terminally ill parents/
grandparents without proper access to health ‘care

facilities? What effect does this lockdown period
create among the children who were -earlier
subjected to various types of abuses? What could
be the magnitude of domestic violence they might
have endured during this period.

The most important question I want to ask here
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is; how will the post COVID-19
world look like? What all things
will it offer for our children?
While sitting behind the TV
screens, applauding the police
brutality by justifying it as the
only way to keep Indians at home,
we conveniently forget about the
children. Do we care about the
children of the victims of such
police brutality, just like the man
who got killed in the police attack
in West Bengal while he went out
to:buy milk? Will his family, in
the midst of this pandémlc, be

: even able to grasp and grieve his
- death? The ﬁrs 1000’ days of a
: ch11d§#b1rth srgmﬁ:cant in shaping

the - dev op1 ~of a child.
This “par emic ‘might have a

dlsastfous eﬂect on children born
in the mldst of this chaos. We
needfto review our preparedness
in supportmg (both in terms of

: .phys1ca1 and mental) pregnant
‘women and lactating mothers,

especially those belonging to
vulnerable sections. I would like
to end this not by thinking aloud,
“how are we going to fill the huge
void the Covid-lockdown times
created in the lives of our children.



THE PLIGHT _UF;I G DT —
DR. BAISHMWAW w o

Hailing from the Himalayan valley town Siliguri of Darjeeling
District of West Bengal, migration has been a way of life for me
for more than a decade. The first move was to the bustling city of
Mumbeai, which offers a canopy of dreams over the tin-roofed one
room dwellings in the numerous slums giving solace to millions of
migrants from all over India. The second move was to the IT hub
down south in Bengaluru and then further down to Kochi in God’s
Own Country, where ‘Bengali’ has become a synonym for a migrant
worker.

Throughout the journey, fortunately or unfortunately, I
encountered several disasters. I vividly remember the night of 26
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July in 2005, when incessant rains flooded Mumbai,
and we were stranded at the International Institute
for Population Sciences, where I worked. Though
we had to remain hungry, we felt safe being with
friends who lived on the campus. The only thing that
bothered us that night as we were unable to inform
our family members back home that we were safe.
We could not do that even in the next couple of
days, as the city’s entire telecommunication system
had collapsed. I can still imagine how anxious they
would have been in those days!

I faced a similar situation during the terrorist
attack on 11 July 2006 when bombs simultaneously
exploded in multiple suburban railway network
locations in Mumbai. Though we were in the other
part of the city and much safer space, we could not
avoid thinking how our families back home, who
were far away, would know if we were in the pool
of bloody bodies of dead or injured persons! To be
honest, on that day, I could not escape a sense of
insecurity as a migrant in the big city!

These two incidents made me reflect that despite
being safe and having enough social capital in the
city, we failed to escape insecurity as migrants.
This thought made me ponder over the situation
of the inter-state migrant labourers, who form
the lowest stratum of the inter-state migrants,
how they cope with disasters, natural or human-
made? I received the answer in 2018 when Kerala
faced nature’s fury, and the devastating floods and
landslides impacted almost all districts in Kerala.
Thanks to my association with the non-profits
here, I had the opportunity to understand the real
plight, the fear, the heightened sense of insecurity
of the migrant workers. It was visibly prominent in
their eyes and appeals. They had no clue what to
do next when they lost their livelihood and their
shelters flooded. There was uncertainty on whether

they would be accommodated in
the relief camps, access to food/
relief materials; the list went on.
On the top, the most dominant
thought was, would it possible to
go back home? Whether the state
governments at the source or at
the destination can facilitate their
journey back home! Migrant
workers, despite contributing
significantly to economies of
both the home and destination
states, I was just wondering why
they always feel such helplessness
under any disastrous situation!

The same thought became
prominent when I witnessed
the exodus of migrant labourers
following the recent breakout of
the COVID-19 pandemic and the
resulting nationwide lockdown.
Though such return migration
was not evident in Kerala,
migrant labourers and women
and children from many other
prominent destination states
started their journey on foot
to reach their respective home
states, some even over a thousand
kilometres away, knowing fully
well the herculean nature of
the task. Under the pandemic,
their situation is far grimmer,
as, unlike other disasters, they
may not be welcome even in the
home state! Eventually, as per
the Ministry of Home Affairs
guidelines, the Government of
India, most destination states
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have assured food and shelter,
and many source states have
taken steps to transfer cash to
the stranded migrant labourers.
However, these measures may
not be enough to surpass their
looming insecurity regarding
their livelihood, uncertainty
about the future that makes them
anxious. The media is flooded
with reports of non-receipt of
subsistence and attempts or pleas
by groups of workers to go back
home in the absence of work
and money. Moreover, given the
indefinite nature of this medical
emergency, the trajectories of
their life choices and restoration
of normalcy in the ensuing future
are yet to be unfolded, which has
further added to the quantum
of insecurities involved with
COVID-19 compared to any
other disaster experienced by the
country in the past.

I feel this anxiety is rooted in
the sheer invisibility of migrant
labourersinthe policyarenaofthe
country. The disaster has brought
again the age-old question of
inclusion and welfare of inter-
state migrant workers who play
a pivotal role in the economy.
Article 19 of India’s Constitution
entitles any citizen of the country
to move freely, work and settle
in any part of the country. The
regional disparities in India’s
demographic achievements and

economic development push people to migrate to
escape distress. As disasters have become the new
normal with climate change augmenting the rural
distress, survival migration is only likely to increase.
However, the policy environment around internal
migration in India maintains a conservative outlook
by considering migration as a negative process,
therefore remaining unsupportive to it through
discrimination and inaction. To date, except for
some ad-hoc welfare measures, the country lacks
a sound migration policy to mainstream inter-state
labour migration challenges.

A major reason why Indias urban centric
development models have failed miserably

in ensuring legal or social protection to this
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vulnerable group is the serious data gaps on the
extent, nature, and magnitude of internal migrants
both at source and destination states. Thus they
form an invisible population who contribute
significantly to urban and rural development
by taking up odd and hazardous jobs, accepting
deplorable living and working conditions while
remaining largely absent in the political economy
of both labour sending and receiving states. This
becomes far more critical during a disaster. We
witness such narratives in the current situation
where the states fail to act coherently about their
migrant populations. Among the major destination
states, Kerala has always ensured basic necessities
like food to its migrant workers, termed as ‘guest
workers’ in the state, quite effectively. The state is
encouraging the workers through the government
arms such as National Health Mission to stay back
and continue working (e.g. in Ernakulam District,
public announcements were made in different
languages) so that remittances help their families to
tide over the crisis.

On the other hand, there are also states like
Maharashtra and Gujarat, which are still grappling
with ensuring the supply of essentials. The recent
outburst of migrant labourers in Mumbai and Surat
reflect the distress of the workers. Maharashtra
Government is proactively advocating for
resuming the long distance train services to send

the migrant workers back to their home states once
the lockdown is lifted.

The varied reactions of the state authorities
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as well as that of the central
government in managing the
issue of the informal migrant
labourers during the lockdown
certainly pointing towards a
policy void in defining the role of
the central government and the
source as well as the destination
states towards the welfare and
inclusion of the migrant workers.
A countrylikeIndia characterized
by a huge informal economy
and a wide variety of migratory
moves of labourers cannot afford
such varied approaches for its
states, especially during a crisis.
The devastating impact of the
disasters is likely to push more
people out of rural India to the
urban centres for survival. It
is high time we get rid of our
sedentary bias and address the
challenges faced by the migrant
workers. Recognizing the crucial
economic contributions and the
far reaching social contributions
of internal migration, the
Government of India should
strengthen the policy measures
to mainstream internal migrant
workers with clear and defined
responsibilities for the sending
and receiving communities.
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OPTIMISM IN THE DAYS OF PANDEMIC

DR. PRAVEEN CHERIYAN ASHOK

The outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic is
putting all aspects of human society into a
stress test. Here are some of my fragmented
thoughts on this situation. As a person who
has not contracted the virus yet and living
in the lock-down with family, I don’t have
the first-hand experience of the physical
hardship this virus could bring to one’s body,
nor the mental trauma caused by loneliness.
This gives me the undeserved privilege of
looking at the current scenario through the
lens of a mere observer.

As a millennial who spent the childhood
at the phase of social transformation through
the benefits of the third industrial revolution
and who started working at the dawn of the
industrial revolution 4.0, this generation
has seen the repercussions posed by this

unprecedented pace of technological

growth, and it has been looming as the
sword of Damocles. Also seen the
social consciousness of sustainability
going mainstream over the last
couple of decades delaying the
fall of this sword. Finally, it has
happened. It is a taste of what
is on its way, a pandemic that
spread globally through
the mechanisms that
enabled  globalisation.
When globalisation makes

the world a village, a
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pandemic outbreak can spread
across the global village in no
time. Limiting a microscopic
virus within the boundaries
of a province or nation is not
viable at all in this era. It is a first
of its kind experience for my
generation. It is an undisputed
fact that compared to other
global shocks, the current crisis
has its own uniqueness. The most
prominent one is that it is not a
directly human-created situation.
Be it Y2K, 9/11 or the economic
meltdown of 2008, behind all
other hitherto considered world
disasters had human agency in
the play. Secondly, the impacts
of the impasses above were
more or less localised either
geographically or concerning
the affected sections and aspects.
In comparison, this pandemic
is geographically global and
affects the day-to-day dynamics
of everyone in the world. While
the impact could be different, all
classes of people are affected by
this pandemic.

I live in Scotland, where I
migrated a decade back for my
higher education and currently
working in medical device
development R&D. Achieving
effective  social distance is
challenging when one lives in
areas where the population
density is high, especially in
cities like New York and London.

However, living in a suburban town, my family and
I have a sufficient opportunity to achieve a viable
social distancing. Although the characteristics
of my job allow me to work from home since it
is primarily based on cognitive functions, I have
never exercised this possibility until the lock-down
kicked in. The communication method that enabled
a global collaborative work culture has scaled up to
enable all those who could work from home. It is a
slightly different scenario where families with kids
would have to juggle between childminding and
work. British culture generally keeps family and
work as two separate entities. This unprecedented
circumstance is now blurring that line for many.

As an expat, using video calls to connect with
family back home is a part of life for me. Such tools
came in handy in the days of lockdown. Even my
two-year daughter is capable of using thisasa natural
form of communication. In that sense, the world
was getting prepared to be in a state of lock-down
for a while. While these forms of communications
provide means of social connection, the notion of
being physically confined to a limited space is a
new experience. An opportunity to reflect upon the
priorities of life and understand what matters in
life. Certain aspects of life we take for granted, such
as travelling (be it a short trip or a long trip), seem
much valuable now.

Itisalso interesting to see how various parts of the
world responded to this pandemic. One surprising
aspect for me is how lightly western society took
this issue initially, especially considering that they
are normally paranoid about many things. The
way Kerala responded to this issue is in contrast to
this. It shows how responsible intervention by the
government, keeping humanitarian considerations
at the highest priority, could yield positive results.
The short-sighted view on the impact on the

TR e e e e e e e e e r e 43 vt e e e e e e e e e e e



TEECEEELEREEEEEE R R R R R U EEE R ey [N LIMBO: REFLECTING UPON COVID-19 PANDEMIC  THLELEEELEEELELEEEEREREREREREEREREETi

economy delayed the decision for lock-down for
countries like the UK. Effectively that approach
would result in more damage to the economy in
the long run. Politically, this could be a correction
factor to bring back the balance for the world
order, which has been tipping towards far-right
over the last few years. I hope politics based on
humanitarian principles and sustainability could
get more backing once the world comes out of the
current situation.

It gives hope that the immediate response of
humanity to this epidemic was to rely on science
and technology for a solution. This could improve
the penetration of scientific temper into the human
psyche. It also makes society reflect on the priorities
for the topics of science and technology research.
The current situation shows that even with all the
progress we made in health science and medical
technology, a pandemic of this sort is sufficient to
stress the system beyond its capacity. This experience
could change the perception of governments across
the world towards investment in healthcare and
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medical research, which could
reflect in the change in policies in
preparations for other challenges
waiting for us in future.

This period provides some
valuable insights from a social
experiment point of view
also. Being a global challenge,
getting the COVID-19 under
control requires international
collaboration. So far, we have
seen the world coming together
to address this issue single-
handedly if we ignore a few
outlier behaviours. In one sense,
this triggers a social mutation
for the society to adapt to 21st-
century challenges using the rapid
knowledge gain and technology
advancements humans made
over the last few decades. The
behaviour so far suggests that
this could be a mutation for a
better and sustainable society.
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GETTING OUT OF LIMBO:
THE CASE OF DENMARK

DR. HARIKRISHNAN V

I want to share my experience
during this unprecedented lockdown
due to the widespread outbreak of
COVID-19. I am currently living in
Aarhus, Denmark. I would share my
account of how this country dealt with
practical problems during a complete
lockdown. I would also like to share
some of the practical aspects of getting
out of this lockdown, as this is an issue

Total Deaths

4720

3056 desths
Hubel China

B27 deaths

29 deaths

that most countries are pondering at
this moment. It seems that the first
wave of the pandemic is almost over,
and countries are crawling themselves
back to the normal state of affairs.
This poses even a greater challenge
because they need to ensure that
while breaking the lockdown, they do
not pave the way for the second wave
of COVID-19. The official lockdown
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Table 1 : COVID - 19 Infection in Nordic

Nordic Country | Number of | Number of Population (in | Number of
Cases deaths million-2019) | tests per mil-
lion
Sweden 23819 2941 10.23 14704
Denmark 9983 506 5.81 49114
Norway 7953 209 5.36 35406
Finland 5573 252 5.51 20232

Source: For number of cases/deaths, World Health Organization. For Tests per million, World meter

started on March 12 in Denmark. As of 7th May,
the total number of cases reported in Denmark is
9983, with 506 confirmed deaths. So, if we want to
evaluate the performance of Denmark, we need to
have some simple data with us and compare them
with the other Nordic countries as well (as of May
7, 2020). I have tabulated some data (see Table 1),
which would help compare COVID-19 infections
in different Nordic region countries.

The data clearly shows that Sweden is doing
poorly compared with other Nordic countries
in terms of the number of tests and deaths. This
aligns well with the point that Sweden imposed
much fewer restrictions on its people and gave
all the control over its people to maintain social
distancing. This was considered a bold step because
trusting your people, especially in these testing
times, also needs to be lauded. Instead of imposing
strict restrictions, leaving it to the people’s
consciousness can be considered both a good idea
and a bad one. Then if we closely analyse the data,
we can, of course, see that the other three countries
are doing a good job in controlling the toll of
deaths and in conducting tests as well. This can
be owed to the fact that these countries imposed
strict restrictions on their population. The limits
imposed were similar to other countries. What I

found was that the transportation
systems were not completely
curbed here. Buses and trams
were running though almost
empty. People were cautious in
maintaining social distancing in
the grocery shops with a clear
demarcation line between each
customer. The University, to
which I am attached, was closed
with immediate effect. All the
restaurants were immediately
closed. People were told not to
move in groups. The students
were promptly instructed to
switch to online activities. The
highest number of deaths was
seen on April 5, and after that,
the number of deaths was under
control.

The first phase of reopening
has started with health services
opening for activities other than
corona. The nurseries, daycare
and 0-5th grade classes were
allowed to open after ensuring
additional precautions. Private
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employees were allowed to start working again,
allowing access to their offices. It was also stressed
that the borders and libraries, cinemas and malls
would remain closed, and the ban on gatherings of
more than ten people will continue until May 10.
The Universities were allowed to resume research
activities with a limited number of people inside
the labs working in two shifts. Social distancing is
still maintained. The number of deaths, which has
occurred in the last seven days (May 1-7), is 65
in Denmark against 479 in Sweden, 46 in Finland
and just 7 in Norway). It seems that the first wave
of this COVID19 pandemic is pretty much under
control in Denmark. During the initial days of the
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lockdown, the health authorities
were creating infrastructure to
conduct more tests. The number
of tests per million has improved
in Denmark. This means that
everyone with symptoms is
tested. More concretely, it means
that if you have one or more of the
following symptoms: dry cough,
fever or breathing problems, you
can get tested for coronavirus.
So the city of Aarhus is crawling
back to normality after the testing
times of COVID days.
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WIDENING THE KNOWLEDGE GAP?

SARITA KUMARI

G Education is the most powerfu/ weapon

which jou can use to cﬁnge the world,

This famous quote of Nelson Mandela
highlights the power of education in
transforming the existing unequal
structure of a society. However, this
presupposes a quality education
available and accessible to all. It is
disheartening that this powerful
weapon itself is unequally distributed
in society based on its members’ social,
cultural and economic capital. The
current global pandemic makes the
divide more visible.

The National Policy of Education

(NPE) in India was framed in 1986
and modified in 1992. It emphasised
the need to provide equal educational
opportunities to those who were
denied it earlier. Along with NPE,
constitutional provisions and
legislation such as the Right to
Education (RTE) Act try to bridge
the gap between different sections
of society in terms of education.
Nevertheless, it is a saddening reality
that the policymakers usually use a
top to bottom approach. Most of the
policies face a downfall as soon as it
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confronts the ground realities.
The current suggestion for the
full dependency on technology
(i.e. use of the online mode of
learning with the help of various
applications such as WhatsApp,
Skype Zoom) for continuing
education activities during the
lockdown period is an explicit
example of the same.

Recently, the director of Amity
University had  appreciated
the use of the online learning
method of teaching. In his own
words, “COVID lockdown has
come as a blessing in disguise
for the universities in India”. I
agree with him that technology
and innovative methods of
instruction can make learning
more effective. However, won't
complete  dependency  on
technology for education that
too, on such short notice, widen
the divide between students?

One glance at the fees
structure of Amity University is
sufficient to get an idea about the
class dimension of its students.
Mostly the students who belong
to upper and higher middle-
class families get an opportunity
to study there. The curriculum
and teaching methods of this
university generally make use of
the latest technology. Its teachers
and students are comfortable
with technological use due to

their privileged economic and social capital. But a
large majority of Indian students belongs to lower
socio-economic background who do not have a
basic understanding and access to technologies
including a computer. Now the question arises; at
this critical juncture, when all are surrounded by
anxiety and fear, how can we expect this segment
of the population to show their expertise in the
technological domain?

To elaborate further, the University of
Hyderabad had recently surveyed 2500 students to
figure out the possibility of conducting an online
end semester examination. Major findings of the
survey are; about half of university students do not
have laptops. A significant number of students does
not have an electricity supply at home. Some of
the major concerns raised by students in accessing
online classes were the poor network connectivity
(40%), high cost of data (30%) and unsteady
electricity. After analysing the survey results, the
university had cancelled the proposal for an online
mode of examination.

These two interesting instances are from Indian
universities, but the stark differenceis that the former
is a private university and the latter is a government
one. Although the finding of the University of
Hyderabad is limited to its university students, it
represents the fundamental challenges and issues
faced by the large chunk of Indian students. Thus
this sudden and mandatory digital shift will further
alienate these economically disadvantageous
groups who are already marginalised due to the
prevailing social inequality.

In India, as per the UNESCO estimates, the
students enrolled in primary and secondary classes
will be the most affected group due to the (86 per
cent). The lockdown may also result in increased
dropouts from education, especially among
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vulnerable students. Various reports underscore
the already existing higher dropout rates among
SC/ST category in India compared to the general
category. The pandemic may worsen the scenario.

My research work is on Dom Community,
which belongs to the scheduled caste category in
Uttar Pradesh. From time immemorial, Doms are
engaged in their traditional occupation of burning
the funeral pyre. My M.Phil finding suggests that
the majority of males from the Doms completes
their education till primary level. Then they turn
to their caste-based occupations of providing a
dignified death to the corpses at cremation ghat.
The majority of them are forced to drop out of
school due to poverty, discrimination at schools
and lack of interest in education. Thus the vicious
cycle is further repeated, where youth again get
trapped in their caste imposed ‘polluted work’ In
Indian society, where the caste-class hierarchies
determine one’s social positions, education needs
to be used to uplift the disadvantaged group. But
this is possible only when the children from these
sections can access quality education. I was shocked
to discover that many people from the Dom

community are not even aware of
the educational and employment
reservation opportunities, their
constitutionally guaranteed
rights. Thus I firmly believe that
complete dependency on online
platform for learning without
providing essential resources
and skills to marginalised section
will further increase the existing
divide in society.

According to  UNESCO,
more than 154 crores of students
worldwide is affected by the
lockdown, among which the
girls are the worst affected. The
report further warns about the
possibility of a deteriorating
gender gap in education with
higher dropout rates among
girls. The report also raises
other concerns: the prevalence
of increased domestic violence,
sexual ~ abuses,  premature
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pregnancy, and forced marriages.
Many factors influence a girl
child’s entry into school, such
as parent’s education level,
household income, etc. Other
challenges such as responsibilities
at home, financial constraints,
long distance to school and
lack of women teachers also
act as entry barriers for female
education. Similarly, girls’ access
to technology and electronic
gadgets such as computer and
mobile phones remains far less
than the boys, making it difficult
for them to access education
online.

Let me share a recent
incident that forced me to pen
down this article. As I already
mentioned, that members of the
Dom community are not much
educated, and there are many
first-generation learners among
them. Most of them are from
a poor economic background,
staying even in a one-room
house. Mostly both boys and girls
drop out after 7t class. However,
a few families are sending their
children to private schools hoping
for a better future. Salani (name
changed) just got promoted to 1s¢
standard. Her parents had only
a primary level of education.

Published Date : 10 May 2020

During the lockdown, Salani’s class teacher sends
her homework on the WhatsApp group. But the
questions in English are incomprehensible to
Salani’s parents. Her mother started sending me
that homework and requested me to help her out.

Even though I helped her, I thought that many
other children would have been facing a similar
issue. I asked Salani’s mother why they were not
asking the class teacher to write the question in
English and Hindi. She disclosed that the class
teacher is not friendly with them due to their low
socio-economic background. The teacher often
behaves rudely to them. Even during the parent-
teacher meeting, the teacher only speaks in English
with them. Salani’s mother was feeling helpless,
as she could not send her daughter to the tuition
due to the lockdown. I talked to the teacher and
requested her to help the child, but she brutally
told me that it is not her fault if the girl’s parents
are illiterate. However, she added that if there are so
many issues, don't ask the girl to do any homework.
She can do it in school once the schools open after
the lockdown. But doesn’t that mean that she trails
behind her classmates? Perhaps, it may result in her
dropping out of school. Although this is only one
case point, I am sure there will be many other worst
cases across India, where students struggle to cope
with the challenges the lockdown has imposed on
them.

We can hope that policymakers consider these
marginalised sections while framing policies at
this time of the pandemic. Every individual has the
“Right to Education”, and it must be ensured that no
one has left out.

The author is a Doctoral Researcher in the Department of
Sociology, Delhi School of Economics, New Delhi.
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COVID-19
AMERICAN DREAM DISSECTED

DR. BETSY GEORGE

Unites States has a reputation for being one of the most
advanced countries in the world in medical science. Some of
us know people who came to America to treat a serious illness
and recovered and are leading normal lives now. Last month
we began seeing a picture that defied this perception. The
newspaper headlines and television shows incessantly talked
about the violent, almost out-of-control onslaught of the new
virus in the United States. America, hailed as the world leader
in medicine, has already lost more than 80 000 people, and
the count is still rising. Right now, it has the most number of
deaths and positive cases in the entire world.

This image of America standing
flustered and cowed by this pandemic

is beyond belief for many. How can a
country that boasts of its achievements in
medical science, where the world leaders

and the richest people from all over the
world come for their medical treatment,
brought to its knees by a viral epidemic?

Part of the answer could be the system’s

E inability to scale up to large hospital
capacities rapidly. Without that, when an
infectious disease spreads in a community,
it can overwhelm the hospitals; add to
| that the fact that the majority of cases
in a respiratory illness crisis would
need specialised lifesaving equipment

like ventilators. This country leads in
specialised treatment for life threatening

—o
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diseases such as cancer, and a
distinguishing feature in such
cases is the absence of the quick
ramping up in the number of
cases. The current pandemic
exposed the disparity in the
focus between public health
care and specialised treatment
and the inherent lack of capacity
and coordination when hit by a
public health crisis.

Disparities - Rural Vs
Metropolitan Areas

Most of the hospitals in the
country are owned and run by
private corporations, and profit
is an important motive. You
frequentlyhear stories ofhospitals
getting closed, especially in rural
areas, when they didn’t turn in
enough profits. Entire towns
were left without medical care
facilities forcing people to drive
to distant cities for their medical
needs.

The resources to fight an
epidemic like this — ventilators,
intensive care facilities, infectious
disease experts, doctors in
general — are overwhelmingly
concentrated in cities making
rural areas particularly
vulnerable. For example, in
the state of Georgia, nine of its
counties, all of them rural, not
only have no hospitals but have
no practising physicians at all.

Eighteen counties do not have any family practice
doctors. When the pandemic hit, capacity simply
did not meet the requirements, and each hospital
was trying to bid for and buy equipment ranging
from personal protective equipment to ventilators.
When Albany, a rural county in south west Georgia,
got hit by the virus in late March, it was reported
that the only hospital in the area used up their
entire six-month stockpile of protective equipment
in a matter of seven days. In two days, the limited
number of ICU beds were filled. Hospitals were left
to fend for themselves; there were reports that the
hospital staft was sewing masks. The hospital had
to ask its employees who had tested positive for
the virus to continue to work if they didn't show
symptoms! A new coordinating effort needed to be
built from the scratch to address the overwhelming
needs, which is still lacking at the federal level.

Politics matters - divide along political lines

In America, the public health care system
has always had serious handicaps in terms of
the undergirding policy, resource allocation,
and personnel. The front of the public health
care system are the doctors called primary care
physicians (PCPs) and primary care nurses; they
are the ones you go to with your health issues, and
the way up to the specialised care is through their
referrals. There is always a shortage for PCPs, and
you would often hear stories about how hard it is
to find a PCP for yourself when you move to a new
place. Once you find a doctor who is taking new
patients, you realise how overloaded they are. You
become painfully aware of this when you try to get
an appointment with your PCP when you are sick,
and you are asked to wait for weeks to get one, and
you are forced to depend on urgent care clinics for
immediate needs.
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While everyone runs against the under-
resourced primary health care, the system is even
more inaccessible to the lower income members of
the society because of the high cost. Since the health
care system almost entirely operates on private
insurance run by big corporations (except for
Medicareforelderlycitizensand Medicaid for people
with extremely low incomes), access is not available
for those who cannot buy into insurance plans. A
single visit with a PCP can cost hundreds of dollars,
and it is almost impossible to pay these amounts
out of one’s pocket. While thirty-six states and the
District of Columbia have expanded Medicaid to
include more people, fourteen states (Alabama,
Florida, Georgia, Kansas, Missouri, Mississippi,
North Carolina, Oklahoma, South Carolina,
South Dakota, Tennessee, Texas, Wisconsin,
Wyoming) have resisted this. Unfortunately, this
split has happened along political lines. The result
is untreated and unmonitored illnesses such as
diabetes, hypertension, and obesity in the lower
income groups of a community.

Race - the ultimate divider

For the first few weeks of the current pandemic,
the data showed the aggregate numbers of deaths

and infections. As heartbreaking
and frightening as they were, the
faultlines of the society blew open
when the split of these numbers
along racial lines became
available. Black communities are
disproportionately represented
in these numbers. For example,
in the state of Louisiana, 70% of
the deaths due to COVID-19 are
black citizens, while only 32% of
the state population is black. In
Georgia, it is 50%, while only 32%
of its citizens are black. The same
is the case in cities like Detroit,
New York City, Philadelphia.

While we grapple with the
unfairness, the data is hardly
shocking. The virus is known
to cause more fatalities in
people with underlying health
conditions such as diabetes,
hypertension, = asthma  and
obesity (age is another factor).
Black communities all over the
country are known to suffer from
these issues. There are reasons for
this ranging from the unhealthy,
polluted environment in which
they live and unavailability
and unaffordability of healthy
food choices to the lack of
medical resources. Housing
discrimination has kept them out
of a healthy living environment
for generations. Besides, the
medical care system is simply not
available to a large part of this
community because they cannot
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afford to buy into an insurance plan, or their low
wage employment does not offer them an insurance
plan (in the United States, insurance in most cases
is provided by the employer). This inevitably leads
to bad management of health conditions and
increased vulnerability to infections.

To add to the community’s preexisting
vulnerability, they are required to continue
working through these times, which exposes them
to infection, when the privileged can stay at home
practising social-distancing. They are the ones who
work at grocery stores, drive buses, run trains,
work in food processing plants, which have been
declared as essential services and the employees are
mandated to show up.

Due to the lack of hospital capacity (which is
acute in rural areas), the current treatment protocol
asks a person to wait after testing positive till the
symptoms get to the level of very high fever and
breathlessness before you can be admitted to a
hospital. Once a patient reaches this stage, it might
be difficult to rescue him, especially if there are
already underlying health issues, which is mostly
the case for the black community.

Yes, we can argue that poverty is the underlying
issue here. But anyone who has any sense of
American history knows that there is a difference
between black poverty and white poverty, which is
visible to anyone who would care to look. We can
say that the disparities in the mortality rate are due
to the fact that black people have more underlying
medical conditions, but we need to explain why.
I am not sure whether we can blame the choices
they made for their poverty or obesity and simply
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The writer has lived in the United States for the past twenty
years and currently works as a senior software engineer at a
leading software company.

overlook racism. The underlying
health conditions might have
their roots in years of systemic
racism.

So, yes, it is heart wrenching
to look at these numbers and
see a community getting hit one
more time with consequences
of an evil called racism that has
existed since the country’s birth.

Can we do better for now?

Though it is not possible to
solve racism and its implications
on health immediately, it mightbe
worth exploring aggressive ways
to save these communities from
losing their members. Increased
testing in such communities,
followed by aggressive medical
interventions such as immediate
hospitalisations before severe
symptoms are exhibited, might
reduce the fatality rate. Also,
essential workers are invaluable;
it is not enough to hail them
as heroes (yes, it is good and
necessary). They also need to be
compensated accordingly. If the
word ‘essential’ has any meaning
to it, we need to let them know
that they are important and
crucial for our existence through
these trying times.
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LIFE IN THE TIME OF CORONA-
CASES OF VULNERABILITY

PREM KUMAR S

Humanity is facing the toughest ever challenge, and hopefully, we will come
out of this soon. Every nation, every individual is affected in one way or the
other... but differ in intensity and degree. We are reminded of the often-quoted
opening lines of Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina “Happy families are all alike; every
unhappy family is unhappy in its own way”. Yes, COVID-19 victims also share
the same plight.“Vulnerability is the degree to which a population, individual,
or organization is unable to anticipate, cope with, resist and recover from the
impacts of disasters(Environmental Health in Emergencies and Disasters:
APractical Guide, WHO). Based on personal interactions with the community,
I am sharing a few examples of difficulties faced by certain vulnerable groups
that may not be highlighted in the normal course.
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Children with disabilities are definitely a
vulnerable group during the lockdown period. A
child with an autism spectrum disorder, personally
known to the writer, reveals some of the difficulties
faced by them. As there is no option for physical
exercise, the child becomes hyperactive. The only
remedy is to take the child out for a walk for
one hour or so. During the lockdown, there are
restrictions for such activities. However, the parents
approached the district collector and appraised
him of the gravity of the situation, and permission
was granted. In many cases, such childrens needs
may remain unmet as the parents may not have
the required capability to address such issues. In
addition to such inconveniences, what worries the
parents most is losing the continuity of training the
child was receiving. They shared a concern that it
had been with great difficulty and pain that the child
was trained to the current level — with all sorts of
audio-visual aids and exercise for body and mind.
A break in such routines for such a long period
could adversely affect the child they fear. This
is one of the typical cases. There can many more
requirements for children with special needs. And

the condition varies from child
to child... Developing a platform
to come together and share such
things would be desirable.

Another vulnerable group
is the elderly people/widows
leading a lonely life. Such
people have an unnecessary (to
an outsider) anxiety and fear
during this Covid pandemic.
As they seldom mix with the
neighbourhood, they feel lonely
and desolated. Adding to this,
they find it difficult to get cash in
hand through bank transactions.
Senior citizens who are alone at
home find it very difficult to get
their home plumbing repairs
and repair electrical appliances
and electronic gadgets due to a
lack of technical personnel. The
more distressing thing about
the elderly is their anxiety about
children and near ones working
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abroad. They lack proper information about their
arrival and whereabouts. Another problem pointed
out is that of medicine availability-some doctors
prescribe medicines that are available only in some
particular shops. For the elders, it is very difficult
to locate and buy the medicine during a lockdown.
Elderly people, especially women, find it very
difficult to cope with a situation where they cannot
attend a Holy mass or other religious functions.
Yet another issue is that many of them are in no
way capable of filtering the genuine ones from fake
information they receive. Often, they get carried
away by fake news, which ultimately leads to mental
stress and panic.

Senior citizens have shared some more concerns,
which normally go unnoticed. Nowadays, they are
deprived of their favourite TV programs at home
as there are so many other priorities in the house
now; there are many more members watching TV.
They also shared a feeling that they are put under
many restrictions due to their high vulnerability to
the disease. It puts elderly people under pressure,
especially those who consider themselves healthy
and fit. This, it seems, is due to a lack of awareness
among people about the attacking power of the
virus. Some senior citizens shared a feeling of “too
much dependency” and the absence of friends and
companions to share their thoughts -this put them
in distress.

Published Date : 18 May 2020
The author was with Apollo Tyres till recently.

Another group is the
millennial generation, including
children. Though they are not
seriously affected, parents are
the ones who are worried -
youngsters spend a lot of time on
digital  gadgets(mobile/laptop/
TV etc.)- the so-called “screen
time” is more. The saving grace
is that it helps youngsters spend
time without getting bored. Also,
it will be helpful for them in
the upcoming online learning/
virtual classes. The ‘New Normal’
has also created much anxiety
and stress among executives
working in the private sector (the
author was part of this group
until recently). Many youngsters
are in a state of distress; they fear
a salary cut or a job loss. Work
and earnings provide a young
man with social, financial, and
emotional security. By losing
the job, they lose their social
status as well- all these put them
under tremendous pressure. In
many cases, they do not find an
emotional venting out option,
which makes matters worse.
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CHILDREN - THE WARRIORS

DR. BINDIYA SHAJITH

We are going through one of the most unusual circumstances of our
lifetime. The world around us is grim, and most of us are anxious about
what’s in store for us. Even during these gloomy times, there is a lot of
positive news coming up each day. A prominent one among them is how
the earth begins to heal while human beings forcefully remain at homes.

I prefer positive news, and for that reason, I would like to write about
some positive observation that I have made during the COVID times -
Children. I have always believed in the potential of each child. Children
are not too different from nature. Just like a seed has it in itself as to what
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type of plant it will turn out to
be or what kind of flower it will
let bloom or the kind of fruit
it will bear, so does children.
Their capabilities are already
stored within themselves, and
it blooms when it gets the right
kind of environment, nutrition
and nurturing. Nevertheless,
sometimes they are compelled
to deviate from their natural
trajectories due to  adult
intervention.

Children are embedded with
many skills - physical activity,
imagination, and  creativity
being some of them. However,
they need generous support
from adults to make full use
of those skills. Self-regulation
(e.g, emotional regulation,
behavioural regulation, etc.) is
one area where children need
help. For example, many families
come to me with concerns such
as “children are being difficult
to handle at home”, “school is
complaining that he/she is not
following rules in class” Similarly,
coping with stress or anxiety is
also harder for children than
adults. Children usually engage
in a skill that they are good at
to cope with an unusual or an
anxiety-provoking situation.

So, if you consider the

lockdown situation, it means
limited space for physical activity

or no physical activity at all for many children. They
are also experiencing a lot of stress. The uncertainty
of when their lives will go back to normal (when
can they go out to play and meet their friends
again?) is a source of stress. Moreover, the fear of a
dreadful illness can be an added stressor. Exposure
of children to information about the virus but
with not enough clarity adds to their anxieties
immensely. Play and physical activity could have
been instinctive stress busters for them. However,
given the current scenario, they are denied this
coping mechanism. Having to stay home, with no
access to the usual amount of play, in the company
of the parents who are demanding and not always
available to engage with them also elicit their
difficulties in self-regulation-running around the
house, climbing on furniture, getting angry or
upset easily, etc.

Given all the potential difficulties children may
face during the lockdown scenario, one would
expect a very bleak situation for most children stuck
at home. To understand how children are coping
with the lockdown, I conducted a short survey.
Although the results were mixed, I would like to
enlist certain positive responses here. Although
most children are frustrated with the situation, I
found that they are being prudent about the risks of
leaving their homes and willingly cooperating with
their families. One parent who used to come to me
with concerns about her difficulty dealing with her
child’s high energy levels told me that her child is
coping with the lockdown well. Mother and child
recognised drawing as their common interest and
have started spending a few hours a day drawing
together. A colleague shared the instance of a young
child with autism who started making sandwiches
and cakes with the help of her mother, which left
the mother surprised as she has never seen her
child showing interest in any such activities before.
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Most parents with teenagers did not have much
to say. Most teenagers, I think, are enjoying their
time at home as their exams have been completed,
cancelled or postponed indefinitely. Thus, there
is no pressure to engage in academic activities by
their parents, which allows them to explore areas
of their interest and passion. On the other hand,
parents are also letting them be themselves as they
do not have much to nag about the academics
(school, tuition, coaching, etc. Thus we see many
instances where children are rising to the situation
and coping pretty well, which strengthens my faith
in children.

As I have mentioned earlier, I have highlighted
only the positive responses to my survey. Of course,
I came across some children and parents who find it
harder to deal with the current situation during my
survey. Besides, my survey was mostly responded
to by the privileged section of people. I am mindful
of many children facing bigger challenges while
I write this piece from the safety of my home.
Children who do not have the care and protection
of trusted adults; children who may be worried
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about the next meal of the day;
children who are walking long
distances to reach home; and
children who are being abused
and/or exploited within the walls
of their homes are also part of our
reality. I hope that these children
find the strength within them
and the resources around them to
reach out for help. It is important
to mention here that the child
protection services have been
declared essential services during
the lockdown period accessible
at the Childline number 1098.

I recently heard someone
say that everyone is a warrior in
this battle against COVID. If we
adults are fighting hard to cope
with this situation, remember
that our children are fighting
harder!
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ONLINE EDUCATION: DON'T OVERLOOK
THE QUESTION OF SOCIAL INEQUALITY®

DR. RAJEEV KUMARAMKANDATH

In an age of lockdown, there
doesn't seem to be an alternative
to classroom education other than
online education. The impossibility
to resume real classes in time is
forcing universities and schools
across the country to migrate to
digital platforms. Some have already
started preparations, according to
news reports.

Online education is not entirely

novel in several universities with
courses already attached to digital
learning modules. However, against
the current backdrop, those digital
platforms may soon become a
permanent virtual reality, albeit
in divergent formats. Apex bodies
like UGC and managements and
private bodies across the country
have been eying for a long time to
introduce online learning platforms
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and normalize their operation;
COVID 19 lockdown is an
opportunity for them.

In India, where policymaking
is a monopoly of management
and economic experts, the
social costs involved in
introducing new technologies
are often overlooked. Innovative
technology is a necessity to
materialize our developmental
ambitions. However, a blind
endorsement of technology
may further aggravate social
inequalities. One recent example,
out of many, is the instance of
starvation deaths in states like
Jharkhand when ration cards
were linked to the new biometric
system called Aadhar card.

Similarly, in the case of online
education, if serious attention is
not paid to our society’s cultural
fabric, it may result in further
deepening the social divisions. As
we treasure the latest technologies
for high productivity, efficiency,
time saving, etc., we also need
to contemplate their suitability
to our cultural-institutional
frameworks.

Digital divide and online
education

One of the main disadvantages
of our policy making process is
that it often fails to look beyond
the requirements of the middle

class, the main beneficiaries of technological
transitions. Rarely do we address the difficulties
of lower class segments to adapt to such changes.
One sobering question in education through online
platforms is how we address the digital divide, which
is deep and stark in our society. The access to digital
technologies, and the capacity to use them, is not
uniformly distributed across our cultural-spatial
locations. People in rural and tribal areas with less
or no data coverage or the lower class sections living
in the urban-semi urban centres are examples for
such categories of population (those in slums, for
example). With online education, students’ chances
from these sections falling outside the ambit of the
very system of education are very high.

The sheer demographic size of these sections
explains the seriousness of the digital divide.
According to a recent report, India has close to 451
million people using the internet. Second, only after
China, India still have more than 60 per cent of its
population outside the internet reach. This means
that digital platforms in India are currently unable
to address the educational needs of students from
sections consisting of more than 650 million people.
Thus, shifting to online platforms can be extremely
harmful as the already existing socio-economic and
other cultural divisions between these sections of
the population may increase beyond proportions.
One needs to keep in mind that educational benefits
directly influence the employment prospects of
students and leave a lasting impression on their
social status.

Language, gender and technical incompetence

Even those who are within reach of the internet
may not be able to participate in online education
classes in an equal manner. The medium of
online education is primarily English, and the
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technologies demand somewhat proficiency in
that language. Digital education platforms are also
designed mainly for English. Except for some main
vernaculars like Hindi, Malayalam, Marathi etc.,
online educational materials hardly exist in India in
non-English forms. The chances for students with
poor English to be left out of digital platforms are
very high.

Added to this is the question of technical
competence that can intervene at all levels of
education starting from admission. In a recent
discussion, an online educationist confessed that
it leaves out those who have poor technical skills,
including the basic skill of using a computer
keyboard. For example, the online assessments are
not only tests of the students’ knowledge but also of
their English proficiency and typing speed.

A related issue is that of gender and the usage
of the internet. Statistics reveal massive gender
differences in internet use. The India Internet
Report 2019 published by IAMAI shows that the

"This article first appeared in Deccan Herald
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national male-female break up
in internet use stands at 67% and
33% respectively for males and
females. The number of females
using the internet is less than
half of the total number of males.
Language, gender, technical
competence all operate at the
basic level of one’s use of internet
gadgets.

In the absence of serious
interventions from the
government to minimize the
digital divide, online education as
a sole platform can do irreparable
damage to our principle of
equality. The effectiveness of
digital platforms vis a vis face-to-
face learning is still a debatable
topic; however, they are certain to
invoke much deeper and critical
questions against the structural
realities persistent in our society.
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SOME LESSONS FROM THE COVID CRISIS

TT. THOMAS

The Prime Minister on 19-04-20
announced a nationwide lockdown to
counter the spread of a hitherto unknown
life-threatening virus, first surfaced in
China in November 2019. Virologists and
medical experts explained to the country
that the virus COVID 19, which can be
fatal, spreads at an exponential rate and
that no medicine or vaccine was available
as yet, for the treatment or prevention of
what was assessed as a pandemic.

Keeping a safe distance of about five
feet between people was assed as the best
way to contain the virus. Public transport
and long-distance trains were cancelled.
Airlines were shut down; markets

were closed. The rest is history. Almost
immediately as the first countermeasures
were initiated, it was felt that the public
health infrastructure in the country might
not be able to cope with the challenge at
hand. Insufficiency of personal protection
gear for health workers, ventilators, masks,
shortage of hospital beds in rural areas,
well-equipped hospitals etc., were staring
at the front line corona warriors. The
central and state governments did the best
they could and prevented the virus from
becoming an epidemic to their credit.
The needs of millions of underprivileged
for food and money were met, ensuring
that in the tide of a potential calamity,
they were not washed away. India has so
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far done much better than many
financially and technologically
advanced western countries.

But the corona also gives us
many lessons

The sight of long columns
of migrant labourers with
families and children on the
roads, penniless and foodless
wanting to walk hundreds or
even thousands of miles to reach
home, was a dire sight. They were
always there, but this was a rare
occasion when they had come to
the front as humans with flesh
and blood needing help. The
Finance Minister had earlier
in the budget speech strongly
asserted that the government
would respect wealth creators.
This was probably in the context
of complaints by the corporate
sector of tax terrorism and other
grievances. But who are the
wealth creators? Are these people
at the bottom of the pyramid, not
wealth creators? Without them,
infrastructure, the new prime
mover of the economy cannot be
built, crops will not be harvested,
the food supply chain will not be
maintained, or cities and homes
cannot be kept clean. It is to be
appreciated that the bottom,
by the very structure of the
pyramid, supports the Pyramid.

An inverted pyramid cannot stand on its own. The
accepted narrative in the post-liberalisation era is
that industrialists, innovators and generally those
who provide capital are the wealth creators. The
rest somehow live off them as employees, service
providers etc. A lesson to be learned from the
Corona crisis is that the large segment of people at
the bottom is not just a political entity to be kept
silent by doles but also a vital productive force
supported with structured social security and other
benefits. Disruption or disquiet in this segment will
destabilise the economic and social equilibrium
with a far greater consequence if it happens again.
True to its assertions, the government should
respect all wealth creators, not those at the top of
the pyramid alone.

The inadequacy of the public health system was
in focus for a long time. Fund allocation under
different schemes was increasing. But as a system,
It is to be improved to handle health emergencies of
the future, as experts tell us that pandemics of other
nature cannot be ruled out. One may wonder where
the money would come from to meet diverse and
competing demands. Finding money is a matter of
prioritising and effectively using it without leakages.
The FRBM Act was passed in 2003 with a target of
budgetary deficit at 3% of GDP by 31-03-20, on
fears at that time of rising deficit and inflation. But
it is not a dogma to be adhered to at all times. If
more flexibility on this front is shown, funds can
be found, many economists argue. It is hoped that
RBI and Finance ministry will come on the same
page in the context of the stable inflation scenario
projected in the latest RBI report.

Unity in diversity and Federalism are concepts
well embedded in the democratic scheme of things
of India. The COVID attack has again proved the
country’s institutional strength in facing a crisis of
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the first magnitude, threatening
thelives of the population, despite
misgivings about the weakening
of the bonds that held together
with the country. The lesson to
be learnt is to leave behind the
apprehensions and forge ahead,
believing in the validity of the
innate wisdom of the architects

Published Date : 28 May 2020
Visiting Fellow at Centre for

of the constitution and founders of the nation.
Symbolisms employed by the Prime Minister to
forge unity are to be lauded in this context.

Tailpiece: Management Guru, Coimbatore
Krishna Rao Prahalad [CK. Prahlad], who coined
the term ‘bottom of the pyramid” while developing
the concept in the eighties, had done extensive
research at Dharavi, the epicentre of the corona
explosion in Mumbai.

Socio-economic &

Environmental Studies (CSES), Former Chairman and
Managing Director, FACT Ltd and Former President, All

India Management Association

R Ry A AT T |



TEECEEELEREEEEEE R R R R R U EEE R ey [N LIMBO: REFLECTING UPON COVID-19 PANDEMIC  THLELEEELEEELELEEEEREREREREREEREREETi

IN LIMBO:
REFLECTING UPON A PANDEMIC

LIANGAMANG ROBERT

Jouzy

e (e

CLOSED

The importance of health and proper health care facilities was felt during the crisis of
this pandemic. My home town Tamenglong is one of the remotest districts in the state
of Manipur. Health care facilities are poor, and referrals to hospitals in Imphal city were
the norm even in simple cases. So, I decided to stay back in Dimapur, Nagaland, where
the hospital and health facilities are nearer, though not the best. The lack of health care
facilities in the Tamenglong district is compensated by the effort and vigilance of the
District administration led by the Deputy Commissioner to systematically acquire
schools, government buildings and complex as quarantine centres for the mandatory
14 days to contain those returnees from other states.

The gaps between the health service requirement and delivery used to be explained
away, citing various reasons. The experience of COVID 19 has provided the people
with an objective view of the gaps in the health service requirement and delivery. It has
also made the government see the shortfalls in the health sector and the real impact of
artificial shortfall created in the past due to their inefficiency and malpractices.

The pace at which the disease caught us, the incomplete information, and the
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inefliciency of the government
machinery created a fear
psychosis, leading to local
vigilantism, primarily to control
the movement of people. There
were many instances, especially
in the first few days of the national
lockdown, where the local
volunteers enforced their own
rules. I faced a situation where a
shop is located about 20 feet from
the colony gate but technically
falls into the jurisdiction of the
next colony. I was told that I
would not be allowed to come
back if I go to the shop, literally
about ten paces away from the
gate where the volunteers were
positioned. There are other
similar cases where self made
norms and regulations were
imposed, even leading to abuse
and physical attack. All these
could have been avoided had the
government and the concerned
authorities properly sensitize
people.  Perhaps, volunteers
will not be even required at all.
In India, people tend to abuse
power and responsibility, no
matter how small the power or
the responsibility. It was seen
among the volunteers during
the crisis. The inefficiency of the

Published Date : 10 June 2020

government mechanism is exposed in the context
of Nagaland, so much so that people themselves
have to pull up their socks and get involved in the
effort. But dealing with a bio-crisis like COVID 19
requires technical abilities, knowledge, skills and
equipment. The common people and the volunteers
are not equipped with any of those.

Guided community involvement is required.
In the initial days of the lockdown, the colonies
randomly appointed volunteers to restrict
movement, which is a quick fix solution. If only
someone had thought of those who will be returning
home from different parts of the country, a proper
logistical arrangement could have been made to
quarantine them. Or perhaps the country spends
too many resources and finances on enforcing the
lockdown without giving a thought to testing and
isolating the infected?

Now that many North East Indian youths are
employed in tourism, sales and marketing, BPOs
have left their job and come back. The government
and the community are concerned about
quarantining and providing them accommodation.
But nobody seems to give a thought about the fact
that many of their jobs can be automated away and
made redundant. The whole effort and resource are
being spent on quarantine as of now. But each state
government also needs to start developing how to
gainfully employ these youth who have lost their
jobs and cannot go back to the cities. We will see
a rise in unemployment and youth discontentment
etc, which are conditions favourable for elements
like insurgency to manipulate and recruit.

Research Scholar at Department of Science and Humanities,
National Institute of Technology, Nagaland.
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WHEN A CHALLENGE BECAME
AN OPPORTUNITY

DR. PARVATHY SUNAINA

April-May is usually a busy time at CSES when apart from our regular research activities,
we also welcome students and researchers from various Colleges and Universities as
participants of our Summer Internship Programme. During the internship, they are
given hands-on experience on doing research, sometimes by being a part of an in-house
study or an independent study done by them as individuals or groups. However, this
year despite having received applications from numerous students, we were sceptical
about conducting the programme in the wake of the COVID 19 pandemic and with
the national lockdown announced on the 24th of March. It was also learnt that many
colleges cancelled the requirement of undergoing internship as part of the course for
the time being. The CSES team held in-house discussions on what could be done under
the given circumstances. It was felt that while the situation presents a grave challenge,
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it also gives us many learning
experiences of how to manage a
pandemic, lessons that need to
be studied and documented. It
has been seen that the success
attained by Kerala in controlling
the spread during the initial
phases, as well as the welfare
measures are undertaken to
ensure the health and security
of people during the lockdown,
have been widely acclaimed,
even in the international arena.
It was felt that how Kerala
implemented this action plan
at the local level and the role
of different key players across
the spectrum should be studied
and documented. And thus, the
2020 summer internship of CSES
was designed across the theme
of COVID 19 and the States
response to it. The current batch
of interns came from various
Universities across India and
were residents of various areas of
the state such as Palakkad, Idukki,
Ernakulam and Malappuram.
The interns were assigned to
research on such issues as the
local level implementation of the
various strategies undertaken
to control the pandemic in
their Panchayat area; the role
played by stakeholders such as
Kudumbashree, ASHA workers,
the impact of the lockdown on
small scale spice cultivators,
women participation in activities,

etc.

The next challenge was how to gather the
information and data required for the study.
Conducting a full-fledged survey was out of the
question. It was decided that the studies would be
qualitative, and the required qualitative data would
be collected by conducting in-depth telephonic
interviews with the key informants. However, no
rigour was spared for the same as the interview
schedules were prepared with the utmost diligence,
the key informants were decided upon depending
on the topics being researched. They were then
contacted multiple times over the phone by the
interns, and the required data collected iteratively.
Secondary data was also incorporated into the study
wherever relevant. In some of the domains being
studied, an excellent data repository was available
at the state level, such as concerning the activities
undertaken by Kudumbashree units.

PlatformssuchasZoomwereused for powerpoint
aided presentation of the research proposal by the
interns at the start of the programme and the final
presentation of the research findings. The CSES
team also undertook an orientation programme
for the interns on the nuances of qualitative
research and the conduct of interviews. Thanks to
technology, the interns could be in regular touch
with their mentors whenever support and feedback
on their output were required.

The internship programme, which kickstarted at
the beginning of April, culminated with the final
presentation held across the 2nd and 3rd of June.
The findings of the internship projects threw light
on why the strategies that were implemented were
successful, the shortfalls that were experienced
in some areas, the role played by the community
level workers, the issues faced by them as well as
the general population, the local level differences
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in implementation, etc. Along with this batch of
interns researching on topics related to COVID
19, we also hosted a few students from other states
who interned and undertook GIS-based research
studies, such as developing a Model GIS Platform
for waste management for local governments. Thus,
the programme showcased how various research
topics could be identified and studied in depth,
using various methodologies and technological
support systems. The programme can be deemed
a success not only in terms of the experience that
the interns attained during the process but also in
terms of the learnings received from the research
output of such studies.

And this is where CSES is elated on having
successfully conducted the online internship
programme. This pandemic and the resultant
socio-economic circumstances have thrown up
many challenges across domains, and many of
the challenges are being addressed in novel ways.
In our settings, research is often not given much
importance, and it takes a back seat, especially
during such crises, mainly due to funding issues.
However, it also needs to be pointed out that across
the world, a large volume of academic research is
beingundertaken onvarious facets of this pandemic;
what are the socio-economic determinants of
this pandemic, who are the population who are

Published Date : 15 June 2020

Associate Fellow at Centre for Socio-economic &
Environmental Studies (CSES). Dr. Parvathy’s major
research interests are Keralas development issues,
inequalities, governance and gender.

most vulnerable, what are the
impacts that are being faced
by different sectors, how are
different section such as the
elderly and the disabled facing
the challenges raised by the
pandemic? These are only some
of the questions. Researchers
must undertake in-depth studies
to understand issues, especially
of the marginalised, and design
solutions to these problems. The
COVID related database being
regularly updated at the state
level has also been appreciated by
many. Such available data needs
to be studied in detail and with
rigour to understand finer aspects
of the issue. The administrative
machinery must also be more
forthcoming to researchers who
want to conduct such studies by
making data more transparent
and user friendly. A lot more
can be done when such avenues
are explored and challenges

addressed.
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COVID 19 LOCKDOWN,
AGRARIAN DISTRESS

DR. V1JOO KRISHNAN

The world is facing an extraordinary health situation that has had a cascading
effect on the economy, politics, and social life. COVID-19 Pandemic has brought
India also to the brink of probably the biggest challenge in recent times. Millions of
toiling masses-the peasantry, agricultural workers, migrant workers and oppressed
sections are threatened not just by the virus alone but by loss of livelihoods, loss
of incomes, unemployment, poverty and hunger. Millions of footloose workers
are forced to flee their workplaces to their villages in an exodus that has not
been seen since the partition. Even at this juncture, sections of the ruling class
have been rejoicing, claiming that the crisis has provided the best opportunity
to pursue neoliberal reforms more aggressively. “Now or never”, “we will never
get this opportunity again, seize it”, clamoured the Niti Ayog CEO Amitabh
Kant calling for labour market reforms, freezing a vast number of acts, giving
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unbridled flexibility to industries
as well as market reforms and
corporatisation of agriculture.
The different tranches of the
package announced by the
countrys  Finance  Minister
only follow this Neoliberal
exhortation.

Peasant Agriculture Put Under
Lockdown

The threat of the COVID-19
pandemic was known for about
three months in advance before
the lockdown. Warnings had
been sent out by the World
Health Organisation, the Food
and Agriculture Organisation
and other agencies. However,
this time was not used by the
government of this country for
any preparation or planning to
deal with the imminent crises.

The harvest season for
many rabi crops, including
wheat, paddy in some areas,
chilli, cowpea/chana, mustard,
different pulses, cotton, maize,
and many vegetables and fruits,
fell within the first phase of
the lockdown. The unplanned
lockdown hampered harvesting
and marketing operations and
pushed the peasantry, which
already was facing a crisis, into
further acute distress. Work
From Home (WFH) is impossible
for farmers, agricultural workers,

rural artisans, and workers. Lockdown for them in
the strict sense would be snatching away of their
livelihood, their year-long toil and investment, lead
to loss of standing crops, loss of incomes and would
push a large number of people into starvation.
Entire investment both as toil and capital will go
down the drain if the standing crops could not be
saved. The peasantry demanded that there should
be a relaxation in lockdown with the government
pitching in for harvesters, provision of personal
protection equipment etc. The Kerala government
announced that paddy harvesting would be
considered an essential service, and they will assist
in the harvest. It also allowed the use of labourers
for irrigating certain crops that otherwise would
be rendered unproductive. However, the Central
Government took considerable time to come up
with such relaxation, which did not translate on the
field.

A harvesting and marketing crisis was created
due to shortage of labour for harvesting operations,
for managing harvesters, for loading and unloading
of produce, absence of transportation facilities,
restrictions on vehicles, high-handed manner of
implementation of the lockdown, disruption in the
procurement of foodgrains, collection of harvest by
traders, restricted access to Mandis or Markets. The
lockdown came when the farmers were expecting a
bumper wheat harvest, and the harvest of other rabi
crops was also expected to be good. Wheat acreage
increased, touching about 33 million hectares
compared to 29.6 million hectares last year, which
is about 11 per cent higher. It has now been brought
out with conclusive evidence by an important study
by Prof.Vikas Rawal and Ankur Verma that the
COVID-19 lockdown has resulted in a complete
breakdown of the agricultural marketing system.
This comprehensive study, based on data from
1331 Mandis from across the country, shows that
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the market arrivals of key agricultural commodities
during the first 21 days of the COVID-19 lockdown
were substantially short of the arrivals during the
same period in the previous year. In the case of
wheat, the total arrivals in the Mandis across the
country were just about 6 per cent of arrivals in
the same period last year. The situation was equally
dire for chana and mustard, both harvested in this
season.

In comparison with the same period last year,
arrivals during the lockdown were only 41 per
cent for potato and 30 per cent for onion. Their
study of all the three phases of lockdown covering
2247 Mandis/Markets from 32 States and Union
Territories found that the total arrival of wheat in
the market was 38 per cent less or 53 lakh tonnes
lesser than arrivals in the same period last year.
Reports from Uttar Pradesh suggest that since
15th April 2020, the state Government opened
5,831 purchasing centres to procure 55 lakh tonnes
of wheat. However, in 22 days, on average, one
purchasing centre has purchased wheat only from
33 farmers, implying less than two farmers per day.
This points to the bitter truth that standing crops
are not yet harvested fully, and even what has been

harvested has not reached the
Mandis/Market.

The marketing of perishables
like milk, fish, vegetables,
fruits and flowers have all been
adversely affected. Cattle feed
and poultry feed is not reaching
farmers. Poultry farmers have
suffered huge losses. Milk prices
have fallen Rs.10-15 per litre.
Tomatoes are fetching, not
even Rs.2/Kg., grape growers
are estimated to have suffered
losses of over 1000 crores in
Maharashtra alone. Wheat prices
in Madhya Pradesh saw a fall
in prices to Rs.1600/Quintal.
Chicken prices had fallen to
Rs.25/Kg from around Rs.90/
Kg. Mustard and chana used to
fetch Rs.4800 per quintal are
fetching only Rs.1000 per quintal
in Rajasthan.

Shortage of seeds and inputs
for next season and unavailability
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of labour has almost brought to a
standstill the sowing of pre-kharif
rice, maize, rajma and other
short duration crops. Farmers
are forced to abandon their entire
crop of cauliflower, cabbage,
musk melon, flowers and grapes
in many regions. Sericulture
farmers are not finding buyers for
silk cocoons. The crisis-ridden
jute industry, workers and jute
farmers, small tea-growers, and
plantation workers are all in acute
distress. The absence of workers
for harvesting sugarcane, milling
of pulses, rice and such activities
also hamper these operations. In
the tribal areas, in addition to the
threat of malnutrition, starvation
and lack of health facilities, there
is the problem of being unable
to collect or market minor forest
produce like honey, mahua, tendu
leaves etc. An already deprived
marginalised section has been
further deprived of their meagre
earnings. Unseasonal rains,
the menace of stray cattle and
wild animals also has destroyed
standing crops. An inevitable
consequence after the easing of
lockdown will be the distress sale
of whatever could be saved of
the standing crops. Agricultural
workers were deprived of work
in harvesting operations as well
as under the MGNREGA.

The Government seemed
oblivious to the existence of the

millions of workers who contribute to building
infrastructure, performing agricultural activities,
providing services, keeping urban spaces clean, and
performing numerous other tasks. Many of them
are working as security guards, rickshaw-wallahs,
auto and taxi drivers sell vegetables, fruits and other
wares on handcarts as street vendors and so on. A
good number of them come from agrarian families
or are peasants and agricultural workers who come
to cities to earn in the lean period. They come far
away from their homes searching for livelihood and
are forced to live deprived of basic necessities. The
abandonment of this large section and the absence
of any plan for them led to an unprecedented
situation wherein they had to flee on foot like
refugees in their own land. Many were stranded
in different States and left to fend for themselves
without a job or food. The killing of 16 workers on
the railway tracks in Aurangabad, Maharashtra,
and 26 workers in road accident at Auraiya in Uttar
Pradesh adds to the more than 800 others who have
died due to starvation, walking long distances and
distress suicides due to the punitive lockdown.

Thus, in times of an economic recession and a
persistent agrarian crisis, the prolonged lockdown
has undoubtedly increased the hardship of the
peasantry, the agricultural workers and the toiling
masses. Poverty, unemployment, malnutrition and
hunger are widespread. Ironically while we have
more than three times the required buffer stocks
at present with 50 million tonnes of rice and 27.5
million tonnes of wheat, we witness a situation of
hunger amidst plenty.

The Way Forward

Incentives to corporates cannot protect the
vulnerable sections; the fundamental issues of
the masses need to be addressed. States are at
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the forefront of the fight against the COVID 19
Pandemic. A Financial Package to States to deal
with the extraordinary situation must be announced
immediately. Crop and income losses due to the
lockdown must be compensated. Loss of incomes
of the peasantry and toiling masses have to be
addressed by income support of at least Rs.7,500 per
month to all non-tax paying, poor people in India.
The peasantry, including the landless, small, middle
peasantry, tenant farmers and agricultural workers,
must be immediately given debt relief and a full
loan waiver. Crops including perishable crops and
livestock products such as milk, eggs and meat must
be assured of remunerative prices as per C2+50%
formula, and procurement must be ensured. Free
seeds, affordable inputs and interest free loans
for the next season must be provided. The PM-
KISAN amount must be increased to Rs.18,000/-
per year, bringing all tenant farmers and Adivasi
farmers under its purview. The unemployment
wages clause under MGNREGA should be used
to give all agricultural workers Rs.300/- per day
or the Minimum wage in the State, whichever is
higher. Following the Kerala example, other than

Published Date : 23 June 2020

An Indian peasant leader, writer on Agrarian Issues and
the Joint Secretary of All India Kisan Sabha. He secured his
Doctoral Degree from JNU with a specialisation in Indian
Agrarian Economy.

food grains, all essentials like
cooking oil, sugar, pulses, tea,
salt, spices etc., have to be given
to all. In addition, emphasis
should be given to infrastructure
development in terms of cold
storage and promotion of
processing, value addition and
marketing through cooperatives
with public investment.
Protection of traditional agro-
based industry and addressing
the safety of workers involved
in procurement and market
operations by ensuring access
to adequate safety equipment
and gear need to be emphasised.
Universal health, education,
public distribution and social
security with State spending must
be put firmly on the national
agenda.
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A STUDENT'S LIFE 4
DURING THE PANDEMIC

ANANT SEKHAR
While it is true that the present pandemic is one ; .é -
of the worst this world has experienced, for me & D

it has been hard to look at it more than another

fun vacation, minus the outdoor parts. Although

initially, the fear of the virus was present, after a

while, as I stayed at home and went about my day;,

as usual, fear seemed to fade away and give way

to the joy of lazy life. Of course, the media reports

instilled a sense of caution within me but only up

to that point. I believe it is important to draw a

clear line between caution and fear. One should be

cautious and take necessary precautions to prevent )
the spread of the virus but also take care not to fall .
prey to fear of the virus. Another interesting fact is :
how my perception of time has changed, the days -

seem to be smaller, and you start to forget what day

of the week it is.
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During the first two weeks, it
was pure joy, but as the reality
of the situation slowly set in, I
realised the need to spend at least
some of my time productively.
Once I acknowledged the need to
spend some time productively, I
took up the art of cooking with
the help of the ever-faithful
assistant YouTube. After a few
wonderful desserts and just as
many disastrous fails, T had my fill
of cooking. Another interesting
activity that I discovered during
the lockdown is digital MUN;
it involves each member of the
program representing a country
in a model of the United Nations.
The program was fun but at
the same time exhausting. The
program focuses on improving
its members speaking and
researching skills in a fun and

entertaining manner. After 2 MUNs, I took up
writing under my parents “kind” encouragement.
I took up writing as a hobby and decided to write
about anything that came to mind if I was in the
mood.

The biggest change to a student’ life due to the
pandemic has quite obviously been the advent of
online classes. Even after attending some 10, 20
classes, they don't feel real. The first one and a half
months after the exams were supposed to be pure
bliss, but the pandemic had to come around and
ruin all that. You couldn’t go out with your friends,
have your favourite food, basically nothing that
involved going out. I was shocked when I found
out we wouldn’t be able to step outside our homes
anymore because, like most of my peers, my general
knowledge was and still is quite terrible, so to me,
the pandemic was something in far-away China.

Setting aside the efficiency of online classes,
I must say they have been a lot of fun, at least
initially. In my case, the learning curve to adapt
to online classes hasn’t been too steep since I have
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some experience with using online resources
for my studies. Studies have never really been
enjoyable, but e-learning has been much more
enjoyable compared to the usual method. Not
being able to interact with your friends and acting
like “hoodlums” the moment the teacher leaves the
class is certainly quite regrettable, though.

The pressure on the student to answer questions
is also, fortunately, much lesser since there is a
truckload of excuse that one can come up with, like
an unstable network or the voice not being clear.
I think that my acting talent has received a huge
improvement through the online classes.

Online classes have helped to shine some light
on the drastic difference in the resources available
to students of different backgrounds. The case of
the 15-year-old Archana is just one example of this,
and there are certainly thousands more like her who
are unable to attend online classes. Expecting the

Published Date : 2 July 2020
XII standard student in Kendriya Vidyalaya, Kochi

government to handle the matter
alone is but a fantasy. Society
needs to work together with the
government to identify such
students who are suffering and
provide them with the needed
support. Students like Archana
who have a strong desire to learn
are the future of our country, and
it is our responsibility to ensure
they receive the required care.

So to conclude, the pandemic
has been an opportunity to enjoy
myself, live the lazy life and
partake in the innumerable joys
of life hidden in the mystical
ravines of this wonderful world.
I know it’s late for introductions,
but I am a twelfth standard
student living in Ernakulam.
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LIFE IN
MYANMAR
DURING GOVID-19

KHIN SWAY A0O

During the COVID-19 pandemic,
availability, accessibility,
and affordability of correct
information and proper health
care facilities are crucial. In
Rakhine, very remote and one of
the poorest states in Myanmar,
where I was born and brought up,
this continue to be a challenge. I
have witnessed how the existing
health care system in Rakhine
fails to protect the people due
to the shortage of health care
facilities and low quality of
doctors. If someone wants even
to get tested for COVID-19, they
need to go to either Sittwe or
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Yangon, cities with better health
infrastructure in Myanmar.

When COVID-19 spread
started, I was about to go back
from the city I work, Yangon,
to Rakhine, for spending my
Thingyan Holidays (in Myanmar,
Thingyan holidays, are called
New Year holidays, as per the
Myanmar  calendar,  which
generally falls in the second week
of April). However, my parents
asked me not to come back for
two main reasons: the ongoing
fight between the military and
the Rakhine ethnic armed

group- Arakan Army (AA), and
due to the COVID-19 outbreak.
They want to make sure that
my siblings and I are safe even
if we are far away. I called them
every day to check if they are

alright because my father has to get medicines
administered due to his health problems. We were
concerned and scared of infectious disease and the
fighting. In the towns of northern Rakhine, where
the fights between the army and AA were severe,
the government shut down the internet since
June 2019. This also means people are not able to
receive any information about the COVID-19.
Nonetheless, I was updating my parents about the
COVID-19 situation in Myanmar. But my parents
were more concerned about the dangers posed by
the armed groups rather than getting infected by a
mysterious new infection.

In Myanmar, the first COVID-19 case was
reported in March, creating panic among people
across different socioeconomic backgrounds. The
government introduced urgent rules and laws to
protect the citizen from the COVID-19, including
imposing partial lockdown in different parts of the
country. Yangon, the city I presently live in, is the
commercial and the most populated in my country.
So we have to be careful than other parts of the
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country and practice social distancing. While in
my hometown, people continue to live without any
information about COVID-19, a situation because
of the fighting. While people in cities are competing
to buy food to store during the lockdown, back
in Rakhine, the focus is on saving their lives and
livelihood from the fighting. When people in cities
complain about social distancing, in Rakhine, life
continues in crowded camps for displaced people.

In this dire situation, the insufficiency of the
doctorsand nursesin my countryisone of the biggest
problems. Now, the government have allowed inter-
city communications and transportation with some
restrictions, people are coming back to their home
from different parts of the country, and the workers
from foreign countries are also returning. There
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are measures undertaken by the
local authorities to quarantine
them. The government should
also consider lifting the internet
shutdown to facilitate access
to information during this
pandemic and find feasible
solutions to rehabilitate people
in Rakhine. And possibly, the
government should find ways to
employ the returnees because the
pandemic will bring the highest
economic failure around the
world, and the returnees could
play a pivotal role to revive the
economy of Myanmar.
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THE FOOT SOLDIERS OF KERALA'S COVID-19
BATTLE: STORY OF ASHA WORKERS

AKHIL SALIM
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I was enjoying my college life in Loyola
in the midst of the hustle and bustle.
I went home on March 227 following
the precautionary measures against the
COVID-19 pandemic. During my college
days, I wish to jump from the hectic works
of CIAs, components, ppts, etc. Now it has
happened. I was ecstatic! But due to the
spread of the coronavirus pandemic, the
internships that I received were cancelled
one by one. At that time, I heard about

the CSES internship programme from
one of my friends. So, I decided to do an
internship there and applied. Since 20t
April, T have been a part of the Centre
for Socio-economic and Environmental
Studies (CSES) Kochi.

I joined the internship programme
with great curiosity and excitement. Since
I was doing an internship for the first
time, I had no idea how things would turn
out. I came up with a rough idea of how
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things should go from the project
proposal presentation on 1st
and 2nd May. I did a study titled
“Performance of ASHA Workers
during the Time of COVID-19:
A Case Study of Rajakkad Gram
Panchayat”.

One of the core strategies
suggested under the National
Rural Health Mission (NRHM)
was the creation of Accredited
Social Health Activists (ASHA)
to strengthen the decentralized
village and village level health
planning and management.
ASHA workers play an important
role in creating awareness
among the rural people about
the COVID-19  pandemic.
Nowadays, ASHA workers are
becoming popular among the
rural population by visiting
their homes and collecting vital
statistics and giving necessary
advice to prevent COVID-19.
They are working with dedication
and courage, putting their lives
at risk on the frontlines of the
battle against the COVID-19
pandemic. In my internship
research I examined the overall
performance of ASHA workers
during COVID-19 pandemic.

The duties of ASHAs in the
fight against COVID-19 includes
door to door surveys, educating
the rural population about
COVID-19, and monitoring

people for symptoms of the virus. But the risk is
far greater than anything they have faced before. In
this situation, in addition to their daily tasks, they
were supposed to trace the contacts of COVID-19
patients. ASHAs have been instructed to screen
all households to identify any persons showing
symptoms of the coronavirus infection. If an
individual shows the symptoms of coronavirus,
they must immediately report to the Community
Health Centre (CHC) Rajakkad. A medical team
from the CHC is then supposed to arrive, test
the suspected patient and take further necessary
actions. ASHAs are also required to show the
visiting team to the suspect’s house. They have a
lot of work to do in between these tasks. A weekly
immunization program should be done at the CHC
Rajakkad. Besides, they are responsible for taking
care of pregnant women, newborn babies, and
elderly peoples.

Through this study, I was able to delve into the
various difficulties confronted by ASHA workers.
Lack of transportation affected the day to day
activities of ASHAs. In some areas, the ASHAs
position has remained vacant, and no additional
recruitments have taken place. Some ASHAs look
after a population of even 1500-2000 population
(where the norm is ASHA/1000 population). The
population in the Rajakkad panchayat is spread
over large areas and intercepted by hills. In such
places, ASHAs will have to walk long distances to
reach the home of the beneficiaries. Due to these
natural barriers, the ASHAs even failed to visit
certain areas and certain sections of the population.
ASHA never got any travel incentives. In 2016 the
Government of Kerala had substantially hiked their
performance-based honorarium from Rs 1,000 to
Rs 5,000. The chief minister also announced an
extra incentive of Rs 1,000 to all ASHAs, hailing
them for their exemplary work on COVID-19. But
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they do not receive an honorarium at the right time.
Most of the time, they spend money from their own
pockets to full fill their responsibilities.

Also, I took the opinion of the rural population
about the services by ASHA workers and the benefits
they get from the services. The majority of the rural
population were aware of ASHAs and opined that
ASHA provided information regarding COVID-19.
Besides, they were very satisfied with the services
rendered by ASHAs. At the end of the study, I'm able
to put forward some recommendations towards

Published Date : 27 July 2020

Postgraduate student in the Department of Economics,
Loyola College, Chennai

improving the performance of
ASHA workers.

The internship opportunity
I had with the CSES Kochi was
a great chance for learning and
professional ~ development. I
have been able to use the last
two months in a highly effective
way. Therefore, I consider myself
lucky as I got an opportunity to
be a part of CSES.
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THE BROKEN WHEEL:
EXPLORING THE IMPACT OF COVID-19
ON TRADITIONAL POTTERY IN MALABAR

ARAVINDH PANIKKAVEETTIL

The Kumbharan are a community of potters, concentrated largely in
Palakkad, Malappuram, and Thrissur districts, with smaller populations in
Kozhikode and Wayanad. They are a group of migrant potters originally
from modern-day Andhra Pradesh who came to Kerala roughly 300 years
ago. Due to the financial unsustainability of pottery in modern times, a
large number of people have today dropped out of the traditional activity,
and the industry has been facing a state of decline for almost three
decades. Other factors include technological backwardness, scarcity of raw
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materials, and exploitation by
intermediaries. The majority of
the surviving pottery production
units in Malabar are traditional
small-scale units, producing only
traditional cooking vessels. These
traditional units also produce
items like flower pots and jugs
in smaller numbers. Larger
production units have gradually
diverged into the manufacture
of other utility items, terracotta
murals and well-rings.

The coronavirus pandemic
has left the traditional pottery
industry reeling in its wake. The
already flailing sector has been
left in shambles in terms of both
production and sales. Although
the Government of Kerala did
bring in some relaxation in the
norms to allow the potters to
collect clay, the Kumbharan ran
into problemssince they could not
arrange transport mechanisms
to bring the raw material from
the site to their workshops. Clay
is not readily available in many
places, and the potters typically
rely on supplies from far away
locations to carry out their
traditional work. The potters also
have issues regarding clay mining
licenses. In places face opposition
from law enforcement officials
and government departments,
including the geology
department, when it comes to
taking clay from paddy fields.

The potters also have a large stock of finished
articles that they have been unable to sell due to
the pandemic. The harvest festival of Vishu served
as an important market for earthenware, especially
in the Malabar region. In anticipation of increased
sales, the Kumbharan has produced significant
quantities of vessels. However, the lockdown
announced towards the end of March resulted in
sales plummeting as dealers could not procure
the products from the potters. Across Malabar,
the Kumbharan depend on intermediaries to get
the items out into the market, with direct sales
channels being utilized only by a few large-scale
production units. This problem was observed in
all the districts where the Kumbharan produces
earthenware but was more pronounced in Palakkad
district, which has the highest number of pottery
production units. Speaking with the potters in
Alathur and Thirumittacode during the lockdown
revealed that the crisis dejected them, and many
were contemplating shifting permanently from
pottery to other jobs once the lockdown was lifted.
The potters had invested a significant amount into
producing their wares, and there is a major fear that
they will not be able to recuperate most of their
production cost. Profits in the traditional terracotta
industry are wafer-thin. Often, the Kumbharan
rely on large quantities of sales at reduced prices to
generate any momentum in the market in the face
of fierce competition from their counterparts in
Tamil Nadu and cheaper plastic or metalware.

The countrywide COVID-19 lockdown also
closed the doors on the Kumbharan, who relied
on other occupations for their livelihood. The
community members are almost fully engaged in
activities in the informal sector, with those who
do not practice pottery generally finding work as
unskilled manual labourers or self-employed as
autorickshaw drivers. Even those who worked
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as employees in small private sector jobs found
themselves deprived of an income, like a vast
majority of informal labour across India. These
individuals hope that once the lockdown is lifted,
they will find some employment, but their outlook
is also bleak about the traditional industry.
Interactions with potters during this lockdown
period revealed a palpable fear that the traditional
industry is on its death knell with little means to
revive it unless institutional support is extended to
them.

For the Kumbharan, who were on the verge of
abandoning their craft, the coronavirus has proven
to be the proverbial straw that broke the camel’s
back. Many Kumbharan, who persisted with pottery
due to emotional attachment, reverence to their
traditional belief systems, etc., expressed a feeling
that they cannot carry forth the tradition in such
loss-making fashion. There is a growing sentiment
that the future generation will almost certainly not
practice pottery, thus pulling the curtains on a craft
that withstood the test of time.
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It is possible to revive pottery
in Kerala, as has been done in
numerous other Indian states
and neighbouring countries like
Sri Lanka and Bangladesh, where
state intervention was crucial
in stemming the rot and saving
artisan livelihoods. Extending
subsidies for raw materials,
providing training and modern
technology, and improving their
marketing channels has proven
to reap great dividends for the
traditional potter communities
in other states of India. With the
active support of the Government
of Kerala and other bodies such
as NGOs, it is entirely possible to
revive this craft in Kerala, thus
saving from an untimely demise,
a tradition whose economic and
social potential begs to be tapped.



THE GOVID-19 EXPERIENCE
IN THE SOUTH OF BRAZIL

DR. KATHRYN LUM

When I first heard about a strange and virulent new virus that had emerged in China, I
was so busy adapting to living in a new country and culture, looking for accommodation
and dealing with bureaucratic hurdles that I hardly paid attention to. I had assumed at
the time that, as with previous viruses like HIN1, it would not spread internationally.
However, I was soon proved wrong. One day I came into my office, only to be informed
that the university was closing the following day and to collect my personal belongings.
Sadly, I never got to teach in person and meet my students personally before lockdown
occurred.

The first lockdown in my city of

j : Porto Alegre turned it into a ghost town,

— o, AT especially in the first few weeks. Streets,
parks and squares, once so lively and full
oflife, emptied, and streets with shuttered
shops became sad shells of their previous
selves. It was only once they closed down
that I realised just how much I valued
the daily small interactions with the staff
of the neighbourhood cafes and fruit
- | store on my street. Porto Alegre already
-had @ severe homelessness and poverty




TEECEEELEREEEEEE R R R R R U EEE R ey [N LIMBO: REFLECTING UPON COVID-19 PANDEMIC  THLELEEELEEELELEEEEREREREREREEREREETi

problem, which was aggravated
with lockdown, leading to even
more people sleeping on the
streets, suddenly deprived of
the “bicos” or informal jobs that
are the only source of income
for slightly over 40% of the
Brazilian population, and even
more so for women and black
and brown Brazilians. Hundreds
of thousands lost their jobs
without the benefit of generous
government furlough schemes
as in the UK. The far-right
government of Bolsonaro did
adopt an emergency financial
assistance programme aimed
particularly at informal workers,
small business owners and the
unemployed, but its initial value
of 600BRL (8, 621Rs) was halved
after just a few months, and the
programme, which has prevented
millions from becoming destitute
is now coming to an end.
While many native Brazilians
were plunged even further into
precarity and poverty, migrants
and refugees to Brazil from
neighbouring Venezuela and
further afield, such as Haiti, were
similarly struggling, but without
formal legal status, were not
always eligible for emergency
government support. I started
volunteering at a local Roman
Catholic church, known as the
CIBAI centre, whose special
mission is to serve the needs of

the local migrant and refugee population. Twice
a week, we distributed food baskets to swelling
numbers of migrants for whom feeding themselves
and their families was now a daily challenge. What
is euphemistically termed “food insecurity” in the
West was on full display, and sadly, while we are
now racing to develop vaccines for COVID-19, we
also need to employ similar vigour and dedication
in vaccinating against hunger so that every human
being is assured of good-quality, nutritious food
without having to rely on charity.

As in many other countries, along with the
COVID pandemic, two other silent pandemics
stalked Brazilians: loneliness and domestic violence.
With almost all socialising banned and places of
worship closed, people living alone were plunged
into severe social isolation, without regard for their
mental or spiritual health. Those living with abusive
partners/spouses or other family members in many
cases experienced an intensification of violence and
abuse. Still, they were cut off from sources of support
and found it more difficult to find the privacy to
denounce their abusers to the police. In Porto Alegre
and the state of Rio Grande do Sul (of which Porto
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Alegre is the capital), a new anti-domestic violence
campaign was launched that enables women to ask
for help in code in participating pharmacies (which
were one of the few commercial establishments to
remain open during lockdown), by asking for a
purple mask. Trained staff then advise the police. A
new Whatsapp number was also launched so that
women can silently reach out for help via a simple
text message.

As in other countries, the COVID pandemic
exposed Brazil’s multiple and deep structural
inequalities; while the wealthy of Porto Alegre
could escape to second homes by the beach or in
the tranquil countryside, the poor and precariat
were struggling to survive. Many lost their jobs or
had their salaries cut and could no longer afford to
pay their gas and electricity bills. While the well-
off have been able to afford the luxury of the home
delivery of groceries and restaurant food, rampant
inflation of food staples in Brazil, such as rice, milk
and beans, without any government intervention
whatsoever to cap prices, has further deepened
the misery of millions of working and unemployed
Brazilians. The stay-at-home mantra assumed that
people had a dignified home in the first place and
viewed ‘home’ as a safe place, a refuge. For the
Brazilians living in favelas (slums), home is often a
cramped place without a window or running water,
where it is impossible to self-isolate or socially
distance. For many women and LGBT youth, home
is akin to a prison. In the case of LGBT youth, many
of whom were forced to return to hostile family
homes, they returned to environments that are
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psychologically very unsafe and
damaging to their mental health/
emotional well-being.

The ongoing experience of the
COVID pandemic in Brazil has
made me grateful for the privileges
that I have and also made me
value so much more many things
that I used to take for granted,
both large and small, whether it
be the ability to socialise freely,
teach in the classroom, being
able to leave the house without a
mask, hug others, or experience
full freedom of movement. While
the pandemic has unleashed a
great deal of solidarity in Brazil,
as well as the formation of new
digital =~ communities,  digital
innovation cannot replace face-
to-face contact, nor can donations
substitute robust government
policies and investment to ensure
that every human being has access
to sufficient food, clean water, a
humane/safe home, and regular
income. The silent pandemics
that have long disproportionally
affected marginalised groups
in Brazilian society must now
urgently be addressed with the
same political and economic
importance given to the COVID
pandemic.
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