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Responding to the new COVID-19 sub-variants

t i fouar years since the novel comonavirus
(FMG-nCoV, Eber renamed as Severe Acuste
R v Synddrome G irus-2or
SARS-Co¥Z) was first reponted an
December 1, 30HS from China. In the months
which followed, it cased severe COVIDHS waves
in nearly every country, across the world.
Alongside, at end December or early new year,
there would be news of a new wariant or
sub-variant, o of a sunge in cases in some
countries. Af theemnd of 2021, # was an Omicron
wariant (BA 115290, and by the end 2022, the
COVID-ED case surge in China made news. Now, a
new subveariant of the Omicron varian of
SARS-CoV-2, the JN.L, is making news.

Virus behaviour
The [M.1 sub-variant of Omicron has been
reparted from multiple countries and designated
s a variant of interest {Vol) by the World Health
Organization. This hae mised some concerns and
caused some worries. But is it really cause for
cancern? The short answer i a no. The reasonis
that the reporting of 2 new variant or sub-variamt
is on expecied lnes. In fct, in May 2009, while
declaring the emd of the OOVIDHS pandemic,
WHO had highlizhted the need for continuous
tracking of the virus and it variants, The
rationale was simple. The pmndemic i over, but
SARS-CoV-2 was and is circulating i all countries
amd all settings and will continue to do so for
long, and possibly forever. That is how most
viruses behave. Therefore, there is always the
passihility of some seazonal changes in the
number of cases, at unpredictable intervals. A
linlke] Feature is that the genetic material of the
cmcl.llmm'l.ues especially of the respiratory
virus — keeps changing over a period. Thess
changes in genetic strschure (genome) result in
the designation of new varianis and sub-variants.
Since the reporting of the novel vimus in 2009,
mare than 1,000 subvarants and recombinant
sub-lineages hove been reparted. Against this
backdrop, the emengence of IN.1 is not surprising.
Herwever, every change in genome does nat
matter, and the intermational agencies and
subject experts are on task i ascess the risk.
Herwerver, if mutations or genetic changes reaalt in
am alternation in the characteristics of the vins
{zuch as higher transmission, more severe disease
or immume escape from vaccine induced or
natural immunity), it meTits greater atention.
The variants are then termesd az Vol or variants of
concern (Wol). At present, there is no Vol in
circulation in amy part of the world. On March 16,
0%, WHOS Technical Advisory Group on
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SARS-CoV-2 Virus Evolution had downgraded the
Omicron as the ‘previows’ variants of concem.
Hivwever, national and agencies are
rracking the virus and JN has been designated as
Vol

IR bas been designated a Vol, which means it
hhas some genetic changes and indicative
charactenstics in circulifing viruses which need
oy be mondtored by the health agencies and
government. Such a designation is a call to step
up genomic sequencing scientific work and u=e
data b0 track the vine. [ML1 i not a new virus bui
a sab-variant of BA 2 86, which iteel iz o
subnariamt of the Cmicron variant of SARS-CoV-2.
Till o, there is no evidence that JNJ couses
more severe disease or causes immune sscape
and is, thus, oot a reason for worry. [n short,
designating a variant & Vol does not
aumomatically mean there & a reason to worry.
Till now, there is no evidence that W1 is

fior severe dizease or immime escape.

In fact, the waste-water survedllance in some
Indian cities had indicated that the new
sub-variant has cinculated o 2 majority of the
population withsut major change in reported ar
clinical cases in the way ofa ‘silent wawe'.

The vaccine respomnss

Does it mean we need oo get additional shots of
COWID-S vaccines? Cumment scientific evidenoe
supparts that vaccines and natural infection
continue 0 provide protection from any
sub-variant, though there is some possibility of a
decline in protection, as time has bpsed since the
last vaccination. Immunclogically, the natural
imfections which have happened in addition to
wacrine shots, have provided hybrid immunity b
pecple in India and mamy countries. Therefore,
there & mo immesdiate reason to worry. There is
no scentific evidenoes io suppart having a fourth
shot of CONVID-E vacdnes, for amy age group.

We al=o need to interpret the rise in COYID-E9
cazes mare carefully. The spike in COVIDHG cses
im Inclia could be more artificial than real It is
lkely that ramped up COVID-IS testing is picking
more cases. Then, some deaths are being
attributed 1w COWID-19. However, there i oo
evidence that thoss deaths are cousally linked o
SARS-CoV-1 These appear to be in the indviduak
who were already sick and had COVID-E, a5 an
incidental finding The average five or gy deaths
ima dy in India also need o be considensd in
perspectve.

T pust this in context, every day in India, an
estimabed 27,000 people die due to a range of
reasans that inchsde old age. Inoontrase,

respirabary diseases and tuberculoss kill 50 to 60
Emes more people every day than COVID-E now.
We nesedd 1o shift attention to preventable deaths
dhue o many mber reasons.

Act

Wet, four years shoukd help us to leam. The
prvernment's OOVID-IS response and actions
should be more muanced and informed by all
evidenoe and real tme data. Gitizens need fo act
responsilbiby and mot share umverified social media
mesages or forwands. Scence communication
Eram the government needs to be more
imeractive, and public commumication messaging
should be more routine and easy to understand.
There i= 3 peesibility scenario whene reported
COVIDHIS cases may increase slightly in the days
ahel, or in the months ahead - 2= it happensd
m.ﬂprﬂmﬂtmda.h'meshads]ﬁ:d

H . for m i v vinses
:ru:ludugS.ﬁ.llS-C:u'n'-Zmlmmmmunurm
imcrease in cases is not an immediabe concern.
Right now, SARS-CoV-2 infections do not appear
o change climical outoomes inany age groups.

How should we respond 1o current or any
Future uptick due to SARS-CoV-2? The shornt
answer is in the same wary that we respand o amy
weasamal rise in cases of flu, nﬂpnh:ry illnesses
or dengue virus. By the government increasing
standard public health preventive measures such
a5 Severe Acute Respiratory Infectioms (SART) and
Influenzaike Miness (LI surveillance, waste
water surveillance and improving provision of
required services at health Excilities. The clindcal
management should foous an a syndromic
approach o respirtory illmesses. At the
imidifvichm] and community kevels, there is no
nesd to disturb the routine o change your travel
or vacition plans. People with cough and oold or
Budike illness must follew good respiratory
efiguette such 25 wearing masks in public phces,
mrn'gll‘mlrmr:mdmmﬂhnfmnnn.gl‘mgm
smeexing and Eresquent , irrespective
u{Mlﬂl.hﬂ':trsat)'peu[SﬁRS—Cu\‘-Zma] flu
or any other respiratory illness. It is proven that
the risk to children is the bowest among am age
group and thus, school closare showkd never be
considersd an option in response to a COVID-E
Case surge.

It is time we handle SARS-CoV-2 or COVIDHS
jusst like army other respiratory illness. It is maore of
an individual health concern than a public health
concern. COVID-E is not 2 novel virns any more
aand i here to stay. But it i not 2 reason bo worry.
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Reigniting the flame of India-Korea defence cooperation

n the intricate apestry of gobal geopolitics,

defence collaboration emerges as a

foumdational imperative, crucial for the
preservation of inbernational peace and stability.
‘The recent diplomatic overture during the visit of
General Manoj Pande, Chief of the Army Staff of
India, in November 2009, o the Bepublic of
Kaorea, signifies a critical junciure in the tmjectory
of India-Korea defence rebations. While this visit
fortified diplomatic ties, it also umnvedled the
challenges, necessitating meticuloos
consideration. This prompis an explaration of the
challenges Biced by India and Kores in enhancing
their defence coaperation,, along with an
examination of opportunities for mutual growth,

Despite recent high-level engagements, a
challenge that persists is the absenoce of a shaned
wision for a new comprehensive defence
framework, one that Gun provide a robust
structhure under which both nations can operate
and align their palicies to constrct a noved and
sustainable emerging regional order. The

imperative for India and Korea is to trnscend the
confines of bilaberal cooperation, and embrace a
paradigm shaft that cultivates a2 mose profoand
understanding of their roles in the swiftly
evalving global scenario.

Korean view of India's regional role
A hurdle Bes in the resistance on the Korean
government side bo reassess India’s role in the
region. B i incumbent upon Korea bo
comprehend that Indi & not merely the kirgest
consumer of defence products. Rather, it stands
as a regional power capable of substantial
contributions i peace and stahility in the
Inda-Pacific. A departure from Cold War
mentalities, where the Korean grvernment
perceived Indin as sanding in the opposite Soviet
b, is imperative for Korea to forge a desper,
me me.umg!'li partrsership with Indic. This
p:lndlgm .dnft in I{m:::mgm.mtﬂm:gn:
b for any
!Wmenl between the twa nations.

Further, the prevailing overemphasis by the
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Inlizn gevernment side on weapons acquisition
and technology transfer from Konea, while
undleniably pivotal, has tended 1o overshadow
I:n.m.derstmeg,: considerations. Similarhy, the
urmwarvering fooas of the Korean defence
establishment on profit-driven weapons sales i
Inelics, dlervoic] of strategic considerations, may
prove shortsighted in the face of Bst-changing
geopalitical dynamics. Pewerful arms lobbies in
Irclien sl By, paseees a1 pobenitial roadbliodk,
emphosising the necessity io priorifise long-term
strabegic gralk over shart-term gains.

‘The emerging cralition of Korth Korea, China,
and Russiy poses a new seriows challengs to
collaborative efforts between the two n.n:uru

ares b effectively counter emenging threats in
the digital domain, ensuring the security of
critical infrastructure and information.

Strengthening coordinated efforts to counter
terrorism aligns seamlessly with the shared
concerns af India and South Korea. There is
potential for collabaration in maritime security,
inchuding joint patrolling and imformation
sharing, given the sgnificant maritime interests
both countries have in the Indian Ocean.

Peacekesping and exercises

India and South Korea can leverage their Unibed
Bations k expertics for collad ive
Eﬂ'ucu.glumg u:ghh and resources in

Divergent stances may arise, ga

ping operations cin enhance regional

manced appraisal of each party's sh.in:gu:
imperatives.

The high-level interactions of Gen. Pande with
the: top Eorean military leadership and his

with the leadership of top Korean

defence institutions, such as the Defense
Acquisition Program Acministration (DAFA) amd
the: Agency of Defence Development (ADD), are
anticipabed to farther unite the defenoe
comumunities: af both countries.

Explore te oollaborations
Leveraging their iechnological capabilities, India
and Sowth Korea ame aiming 1o collaborate in
developing achanced defence systems and
equipment. Given their shared understanding of
the pivstal role technoliogy will ply in foture
eomfficts, the scope for cooperation in this sscor
s limitless. Such synergy can lead t© a muthaally
beneficial defence techmology and industry
partmership, propelling both countries to the
forefront of innovation and self-reliance.

In an era where defence against spoce warfare,
imfarmation warfare, and cyberssourity i
paramount, both nations can further explore
apportanities for cooperation. Ghven Korea's
stk ax an advanced high-tech digital
superpower, vast opportumities exist in the
development of robust security measures in these

urrl[klnlsta'bil.if. underscoring their joint
commitment o peace and security. Additionally,
joint exercises and the exchange af best praciices
im Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief
(HADE) demonstrate the shared responsibilicy of
both natioms in addressing vulnerabilities o
mantural disasters.

Lasthy. mutual growh s found in enhancng
joint army exercises, fostering interoperability,
amd !Irrngﬂnernrqg_ the: capabilities of both anmies
for effective collaboration in diverse scenarios.
Gemn.. Panhe's visit o Seoul has spurred the
extension af ion beyond naval foous to
other branches of India's armed forces.

While the recent visit of Gen. Pande has
reignited the flame of India-Korea defence
cooperation, the path forward necessitates
meticulous nanvigation through the challenges and
the wholshearted embrace of opportunities. A
strategic, balanced approach, coupled with
adaptability to the evolving geopaolitical
Eandscape is key to unlncking a robust and
enduring defence collaboration, in turn creating a
partnership that fosters peace, stability, and
prospenity in the Indo-Pachc region. United,
baoth nations stand ready to navigate the
complexities and uncertainties of the fubure,
Barging a path toward a stronger and mare
resilient partnership,
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