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A
 week into the unlocking of India’s economy, and the Covid-19 pan-
demic has gained momentum. At an emergency meeting chaired by 
the prime minister over the weekend, it was pointed out that of the 
more than 320,000 cases of the disease registered, two-thirds are 

from just five states. These were earliest exposed to the virus, and four of the top 
five — Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu, Delhi, and Gujarat — are heavily urbanised. 
With an uncontrolled re-opening, the other states will begin to approach the 
more urbanised states’ numbers. Worryingly, it is not necessarily true that India’s 
fatality rate — the number of those who die as a proportion of positive cases — 
is relatively benign. In Gujarat, for example, 1,449 of the 23,079 cases have been 
fatal — a fatality rate of 6.3 per cent. This is far higher than in many countries 
with an age distribution biased towards older, at-risk people — Germany’s fatality 
rate is less than 5 per cent. 

Much of the statistics is excessively dependent upon testing patterns. Delhi, 
for example, has seen an explosion in the recorded number of cases partly 
because it has conducted more tests per capita than elsewhere. In Mumbai, only 
4,000 tests a day are being conducted — in spite of the fact that the city has a 
fifth of India’s cases and therefore is obviously at high risk of community spread. 
This is far short of the number of tests possible in the city. Delhi’s testing rate is 
far higher, at 10,000-12,000 per million as of last fortnight as compared to just 
over 3,000 per million in Gujarat and under 1,600 per million in Uttar Pradesh. 
But even in Delhi, excessive restriction has been placed on who gets tested and 
why. Delhi is adding over 2,000 cases a day — far too large a proportion (or “pos-
itivity rate”) of the tests it conducts. There is simply no reason why the number 
of tests should not continually be increasing in these geographies — but, instead, 
in many areas like Delhi and Gujarat, the five-day moving average of tests has in 
fact decreased on several occasions. Some states have actually chosen to become 
complacent — Karnataka, which is prematurely comparing itself to Covid-free 
New Zealand, has seen a decrease of about 40 per cent in its tests per day. 

The bottleneck is not in production: India can now make almost 5 million 
test kits a day, and companies that had made an effort to produce the RT-PCR 
diagnostic kits find no takers for their kits. It is clear that regulatory restriction 
on testing must end. It is absurd that people need to go to a doctor’s clinic for a 
prescription and then a referral form before being allowed to access a test. That 
is, if nothing else, dangerous. The Delhi government is right to ask why the 
Indian Council of Medical Research must impose requirements on who is tested, 
particularly in parts of the country where the epidemic has moved beyond the 
phase where strict contact tracing is useful or possible. Of course, it can also be 
asked why the same government had sought to restrict the testing of asymp-
tomatic individuals. Union Home Minister Amit Shah said on Sunday, after 
meeting Delhi Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal, that testing in Delhi would be 
doubled in the next few days and tripled within a week. This must be replicated 
throughout the country. It should have been done during the lockdown, not 
wait for the re-opening.

Mapping conflict 
Territorial dispute will test Indo-Nepal diplomacy

T
he unanimous approval by Nepal’s lower House of Parliament to 
change the country’s map to include territory claimed by India repre-
sents a failure of the Indian diplomatic establishment. This issue has 
been a festering, if low-intensity, dispute since the 1990s but the prox-

imate reason for the current flare-up dates back to November last year. That is 
when India issued a map showing how the former state of Jammu & Kashmir 
had been split into two Union Territories included Kalapani. Nepal objected, 
claiming Kalapani as its own territory but sought talks. In May, Union Defence 
Minister Rajnath Singh inaugurated the 75.54-km Kailash-Mansarover Road in 
Uttarakhand, which linked the Indo-China border with the rest of the country. 
The link included the Lipulekh Pass, which too Nepal claimed. 

A review of the facts suggests that Nepal’s claims are admittedly weak and 
Ministry of External Affairs Spokesman Anurag Srivastava has correctly described 
them as an “artificial enlargement of claims” that are “not based on historical 
fact or evidence”. Nepal’s government appears to be citing maps dating back to 
the days of the East India Company to bolster its claims even though more recent 
agreements and developments, including with China, clearly recognise the ter-
ritory as Indian. A 1954 trade and transit agreement between India and Tibet, 
for instance, lists Lipulekh as part of India, a fact Nepal disputed only in 2015. 
Though India has strong claims, the government’s response has been leaden-
footed and inadequate. It did not, for instance, respond to Nepal’s request for 
talks, nor did it agree to a visit from a special envoy. Talks, India had said in May, 
would resume only after the battle against Covid-19 was over. Though that state-
ment also hoped that Nepal would create a “positive atmosphere” for talks, gra-
tuitous comments by a garrulous Chief of Army Staff suggesting the move was a 
prop for Indo-China rivalry would not have helped lower the political temperature. 
Mukund Naravane may be correct in that current Prime Minister K P Sharma 
Oli may well be waving the China card at India at a time when both countries 
were in the thick of a stand-off over encroachments across the Line of Actual 
Control. This is not, however, a position India should officially countenance. 

The issue points to a misreading of realpolitik in the region. Depending 
on the goodwill of a shared Hindu heritage has its limits, as does the flexing of 
big-neighbour muscle. Indeed, India has played an unwitting role in the ruling 
Nepalese regime’s China tilt, adding an element of complexity to the Indo-
Nepalese relationship. The unofficial support to the 2015 border blockade by 
Madhesis, people of Indian origin inhabiting Nepal’s Terai border, caused a 
humanitarian crisis, which encouraged Nepal to push at the open door of 
closer alignment with China. Trade and transit treaties were rapidly signed 
between Kathmandu and Beijing thereafter. That particular crisis also demon-
strated the weakness of the Indian establishment’s intelligence/diplomacy 
complex in failing to anticipate vital constitutional changes that led to the 
problem in the first place, even though they had been months in the making. 
The wages of neglecting Nepalese relations across the political spectrum are 
implicit in the unanimity of Nepal’s parliament across multiple fractious polit-
ical divides. Despite the historical strength of its claims, negotiating from here 
will be tricky for India.

Volume  XXVI Number 301 

NEW DELHI  |  MONDAY, 15 JUNE 2020

Union and states are failing to test enough for Covid 

Still too few tests
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Larry McMurtry’s epic Lonesome 
Dove,  about a great cattle drive 
from Texas to Montana in the 

1870s, deservedly won the Pulitzer Prize 
for fiction in 1986. The novel’s 
protagonists were Woodrow Call and 
Augustus McCrae, former Texas Rangers 
who embodied the mythic cowboy traits 
of being loyal and fierce fighters, 
courageous frontiersmen for the ages. 

You won’t find such admirable 
Rangers in Doug J Swanson’s smashup of 
Texas’ law enforcement legends. In Cult of 
Glory, Mr Swanson, a former Dallas 
Morning News  reporter, now a journalism 
professor at the University of Pittsburgh, 
scorches the reputations of such 

legendary Rangers as Ben McCulloch and 
William “Bigfoot” Wallace for massacring 
Native Americans and Mexicans willy-
nilly. Debunking Rangers lore as sold in 
movies, television shows, museum 
exhibitions and novels is the crux of 
Swanson’s revisionist mission. 

Though well-written, Cult of Glory 
isn’t a book for the fainthearted. Swanson, 
a prodigious researcher, recounts how in 
their nearly 200-year “attention-
grubbing” history Rangers burned 
peasant villages, slaughtered innocents, 
busted unions and committed war 
crimes. They were as feared on the United 
States-Mexico border as the Ku Klux Klan 
was in the Deep South. “They hunted 
runaway slaves for bounty,” he writes. 
“They violated international laws with 
impunity. They sometimes moved 
through Texas towns like a rampaging 
gang of thugs.” 

In 1823 the Rangers were created by 
Stephen Austin, the “father” of Anglo 
Texas. Settlers had moved into East Texas 
and improvised their own rules with 
scant regard for Native American 

inhabitants. The Rangers’ job was to 
patrol settlements and eradicate the 
nuisance of Cherokee, Tawakoni, 
Tonkawas and Caddos, whose land they 
were appropriating. “It soon became an 
article of faith among many newly arrived 
Texians, as they called themselves, that all 
Indians were thieves,” Mr Swanson 
writes. “Mere suspicioned intent could be 
punishable by death.” 

Mr Swanson portrays the 19th-century 
Rangers as a 
paramilitary 
squad, proudly 
waving the banner 
of white 
supremacy. 
Nevertheless, he 
also dutifully 
recounts the 
bravery of the 
scouts John 
“Coffee” Hays and 
Sam Walker during 
the Mexican-American War in protecting 
American supply trains from attacks by 
Mexican guerrillas. When Walker joined 
the Rangers in the 1840s, he brought with 
him a practical revolver, designed by 
Samuel Colt, which became a battlefield 
game changer. Even if Rangers were 

outnumbered by Comanche or Mexican 
forces, they won bloody skirmishes 
courtesy of their repeating pistols. 

Ranger atrocities against women and 
children during the Mexican-American 
War are horribly abundant in Cult of 
Glory, though the United States Army 
soldiers stationed in Texas at the time 
were repulsed by such gleeful bloodlust. 
“About all of the Texans,” Second Lt 
Ulysses S Grant wrote his fiancée, “seem 

to think it perfectly 
right to impose 
upon the people of a 
conquered city to 
any extent, and even 
to murder them 
where the act can  
be covered by  
the dark.” 

When the Civil 
War erupted in 1861, 
the Rangers sided 
with the 

Confederates. John “Rip” Ford, a 
seasoned Ranger fighter, boasted 
throughout Texas that slavery was 
ordained by the Lord Almighty. The 
Rangers’ horrific treatment of African-
Americans after the war equalled that in 
Mississippi and Georgia. Between 1865 

and 1930 there were 450 lynchings in 
Texas, mostly of blacks, which the 
Rangers ignored. “White citizens in 
many cases treated them as public 
entertainment — spontaneous and 
gruesome versions of the county fair,” 
Mr Swanson writes. “Vendors circulated 
through the mobs with refreshments. 
Photographs of corpses hanging from 
nooses were sold, and mailed, as  
picture postcards.” 

The Texas Rangers became a national 
phenomenon when Zane Grey, the Ohio 
dentist who wrote western pulp novels, 
published The Lone Star Ranger  in 1914. 
This became the basis for movies in 1919, 
1923 and 1930. Reporters started tracking 
down old-time Rangers from the Indian 
War days and celebrated their manly 
virtues, warping history in favour of white 
male superiority. Lyndon B. Johnson 
loved to quote the motto attributed to 
Capt. Leander McNelly: “Courage is a 
man who keeps on coming on.” (Belief in 
this macho Ranger aphorism may have 
been one reason Johnson refused to 
extract American troops from Vietnam in 
the late 1960s.) 

During the Great Depression the 
Rangers backed the incumbent governor 
Ross Sterling against Miriam “Ma” 

Ferguson. After Ferguson won, she fired 
every Ranger on the force, and formed a 
new Ranger class from scratch. But the 
Ranger persona was catapulted to fame 
again in 1949 with the “Lone Ranger” 
television show. The popular series 
portrayed Rangers as honest lawmen out 
to protect the American way. Ignored 
during the Cold War era were Ranger 
misdeeds like working to “keep black 
children out” of public schools, even 
though federal courts had mandated that 
Texas must integrate. 

When the Texas Rangers baseball 
team was christened in the early 1970s, 
the likes of Sam Walker and Bigfoot 
Wallace were sanctified in Texas history 
just like the Alamo defenders. While Mr 
Swanson has done a crucial public 
service by exposing the barbarous side 
of the Rangers, their Wild West 
escapades continue to be taught in 
Texas schools. “They’re still answering 
the call,” he writes of the modern-day 
Rangers. “Still ready to… chase robbers, 
lasso rustlers, punish killers and nab 
locker-room pickpockets. And to do it 
with the swagger — if not the abandon 
— of old.” 
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Early evidence from the Indian Council of 
Medical Research’s work on the measurement 
of antibodies shows high heterogeneity within 

the country. At the end of April, there were some 
containment zones in cities where about a third of 
the population showed antibodies and many dis-
tricts in which the share was near zero. 

This gives us an idea of how the pandemic will 
unfold. In the present state of knowledge, many but 
not all of the persons who test positive on the anti-
body test have immunity. The pandemic will slow 
down when a large fraction of 
the people are immune, and 
the virus finds it hard to jump 
from an infected person to a 
susceptible person. We were 
some distance from this “herd 
immunity” at the end of April, 
even in the containment zones. 

The evolution of the pan-
demic from here on will be 
highly diverse. In some loca-
tions, the pandemic is starting 
to slow down as immunity is 
building up significantly. But 
in most locations, most peo-
ple are susceptible. This 
makes it important to think about the pandemic 
response in a highly local way: At the level of one 
city or one district at a time. There will be an expan-
sion of the pandemic in each place, to a peak, and 
then it will subside. The date of the peak will differ 
from place to place. 

Each place needs to worry about the health care 
system. In places like Bombay and Delhi, at this 

early stage of the pandemic, the health care system 
is showing signs of strain. These difficulties are in 
store for other places, and the rest of India has a 
few golden weeks to gear up with a response, in 
terms of improving the health care capability. 
Differences in age structure and in the health care 
system will generate differences in the adverse 
impact at each location. 

When a cyclone is headed our way, we watch it 
from a satellite and have a continuous sense of 
what will happen next. In a similar fashion, in each 

city, weekly testing data is 
required on a random sample. 
When such data is available, 
every person can plan life 
appropriately and health care 
providers can gear up with 
peak capabilities in anticipa-
tion of the surge. Such mea-
surement needs to take place 
in each city and each district. 
Information obtained from 
samples taken in the working 
days of each week needs to be 
released on Saturday. 

Intelligent decisions need 
to be taken, at the local level, 

to protect the at-risk population, depending on the 
state of the pandemic. At each city and each district, 
firms and individuals need to see weekly data for 
the state of the pandemic, and continuously adapt 
the extent to which the at-risk population is being 
shielded. This requires data, thinking and intelli-
gence at a decentralised level. More extreme mea-
sures which combat the disease should be taken at 

the peak of the infection. 
The weeks of peak disease in each city or district 

are going to be an unpleasant time. The spectacle 
of the health care system being crushed, of the 
human misery associated with disease and death, 
and of the economic collapse that goes with fear, 
will add up to economic and psychological distress. 
The Indian state has low capabilities, and we should 
not expect that someone is going to solve the prob-
lem. The business community, the health care com-
munity, and thinking people in each city or district 
need to come together, to think, plan and act in 
ways that will help them fare better. 

All organisations should establish a monthly 
measurement of a random sample of their employ-
ees, in order to watch what is going on. This may 
guide them on which are the more hazardous roles 
and could induce sensible process improvements. 
This will also be useful in anticipating the peak 
surge and making preparations for reduced func-
tioning of certain parts of the organisation. 

For most infected people, there is no health care 
cost associated with Covid-19, but for 1 or 2 per cent, 
there are large ICU expenses for some days or weeks. 
Health insurance is effective at addressing the 
financial risks associated with the pandemic. 
Employers need to carefully review the state of 
health insurance for their staff, and ensure that 
health insurance companies live up to their promis-
es of covering treatment for Covid-19. The Employee 
State Insurance Scheme covers a lot of workers in 
the country; they need to urgently establish con-
tracts with private health care organisations so as 
to live up to their promise. 

While we are focused on saving lives on account 
of Covid-19, it is important to worry about the health 
care crisis associated with all other problems. 
Patients have become fearful, health care organi-
sations are in extreme difficulty, and telemedicine 
is not a significant answer. Individuals and health 
care organisations were holding their breath for the 
period of the lockdown, but this cannot go on now. 
We need to restore greater normalcy for the ordinary 
rhythm of health care. 

The greatest thing that we have to fear is Covid-
19 fatigue. This problem is not behind us. The peak 
of the epidemic curve lies in the future, at different 
dates in different cities. We cannot ease up on 
masks, high ventilation, and low crowding. All of 
us need to stay focused, analyse data, and initiate 
many actions. There is a need for hundreds of 
research papers, which create a body of evidence 
and guide better actions as we go along. 

The reconstruction of morale and prosperity 
after the peak will be a considerable challenge. We 
must not only get back to the pre-pandemic envi-
ronment, we must build back better. Whether it is 
public health, health care, macroeconomics or 
finance, Covid-19 has reminded us of the long-
standing gaps in institutional capacity in the Indian 
state. We should distill our unhappiness, and trans-
late this into a positive work programme, to bring 
high intellectual capacity into designing and imple-
menting the institutional reforms which will put 
us in a better place at some future date. 

The writer is a professor at National Institute of Public 
Finance and Policy, New Delhi

Gearing up for  
peak Covid
Communities and firms all over India need to look at their  
local situation, and come together to improve the outcome

The world is paying for years of procrastination 
and prevarication. Already multiple back-
breaking crises are unfolding, simply because 

we did not fix what was broken in the past. So, on the 
one hand, we are confronted with Covid-19 — leading 
to both health crisis and massive economic collapse, 
driving down the livelihoods of the poorest and the 
most vulnerable. As we can see from the upheavals 
across the world — from India to the US — it is the 
poor (black or brown) who have been disproportion-
ately hit by the virus. They have suffered twice: They 
lost lives to the contagion and 
they lost livelihoods. 

But even as this heart-break-
ing crisis is unfolding in front of 
our eyes, there is another loom-
ing disaster that is waving a red 
flag — climate change. In the 
last 15 days, the eastern side of 
India has been hit by a super 
cyclone, which has devastated 
lives and property. But this is 
not all, the western side — 
Covid-hit city of Mumbai had a 
near escape from Cyclone 
Nisarga — but coastal districts 
of Maharashtra were not so 
lucky. This, when we know the aftermath of these 
events is worse because it takes away the development 
dividend and years of investment in building infras-
tructure to improve the lives of people. 

But this is also not all. There are swarms of locusts 
already devouring fields in the western and now north-
ern states of India and countries of Africa, and threaten 
to do much more damage in the coming months as 
their inexorable flight continues across the continents. 

The link of these disparate events to climate change 
is incontrovertible. What we are seeing today is the 

result of increased frequency and intensity of cyclones 
and variable and extreme rain events. This weather 
disruption is because of changes in temperatures on 
land and on sea. Not only is the number increasing 
and now, Indian scientists say there is “rapidification” 
of cyclones because of changes in temperature between 
land and sea. This, in turn, is adding to the force of 
destruction and the unpredictability of the event. 

The locust infestation is linked to this phe-
nomenon. First in 2018, and then in 2019, there were a 
series of cyclones and extreme rain events in the 

deserts of the Arabian Peninsula 
and eastern Africa. Then, in 2019 
and now in 2020, the same 
African regions and Indian 
deserts saw unseasonal rain and 
extended monsoons. The desert 
critter became ideal breeding 
grounds, and its growth went 
from what is called the individ-
ual stage to gregarious, and the 
infestation grew from being cat-
egorised as an outbreak to an 
upsurge. Much like Covid-19 — 
when the World Health 
Organization hummed and 
hawed about when it would 

upgrade the threat to pandemic — the Food and 
Agriculture Organization too is “considering” when 
to declare the locust upsurge as a plague. 

Covid-19 is the result of our progressively worsening 
dystopian relationship with nature. It is also the result 
of years of lost time, when we could have invested in 
public health and in building a more equitable society 
where the poor are not doubly hit. It is the same with 
climate change and every other issue that stares us in 
the face today. Too much time has been wasted in 
denial or just not to get our act together to function at 

the speed and scale that is needed. We do not have 
the luxury of time any more. My generation has squan-
dered the privilege away. 

And, this, please be clear, is only the beginning. 
Right now, the poor in the world — in the rich or the 
emerging world — are the worst sufferers; they live 
on the margins of survival in the best of times. Now 
we are in the midst of the worst of times. But as I keep 
saying, Covid-19 and climate change teach us that we 
are as strong as the weakest link. 

So, what should we do? I can repeat all that we 
know. But I want to lay out, in my view, one non-nego-
tiable fundamental that we must not do any more. We 
must not deny or cover up the problem. The multiple 
crises happening together are going to make the world 
more insecure; they will make governments yearn to 
be more authoritarian and intolerant. We are seeing it 
everywhere. In India, our top law officer has called 
people who draw attention to societal and governance 
problems vultures — likening critics to birds of prey. 
There is also a fine line between what governments 
consider needless denouncement and what they con-
sider unnecessary during a national crisis — this then 
becomes that time when it is best to self-censor, oth-
erwise it will weaken governmental resolve! 

But this will not do. We need more information, 
not less. We also need to know what is happening on 
the ground so that our actions can be guided better; 
so that we do not make mistakes or repeat them. Let’s 
always remember that Covid-19 is a global pandemic 
today because scientists in China or at the WHO did 
not have the courage to speak truth to power. Making 
us all cheerleaders will not make the problem go away. 
It will exacerbate the many crises that are here to stay.  

The writer is at the Centre for Science and Environment 
sunita@cseindia.org 
Twitter: @sunitanar
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