
NEW DELHI:  An Indian government-backed COVID-19 vac-
cine could be launched as early as February - months earlier
than expected - as last-stage trials begin this month and studies
have so far showed it is safe and effective, a senior government
scientist told Reuters. Bharat Biotech, a private company that is
developing COVAXIN with the government-run Indian Council
of Medical Research (ICMR), had earlier hoped to launch it only
in the second quarter of next year.

“The vaccine has shown good efficacy,” senior ICMR scien-
tist Rajni Kant, who is also a member of its COVID-19 task-
force, said at the research body’s New Delhi headquarters
yesterday. “It is expected that by the beginning of next year,
February or March, something would be available.”

Bharat Biotech could not immediately be contacted. A launch
in February would make COVAXIN the first India-made vaccine
to be rolled out. India’s cases of coronavirus infections rose by
50,201 cases on Thursday to 8.36 million, second only to the
United States. Deaths rose by 704, with the total now at 124,315.
The daily rise in infections and deaths has slowed since a peak
in mid-September.

Kant, who is the head of ICMR’s research management, pol-
icy, planning and coordination cell, said it was up to the health
ministry to decide if COVAXIN shots can be given to people
even before the third-stage trials are over. “It has shown safety

and efficacy in the phase 1 and 2 trials and in the animal studies
- so it is safe but you can’t be 100 percent sure unless the phase
3 trials are over,” Kant said.

“There may be some risk, if you are ready to take the risk,
you can take the vaccine. If necessary, the government can think
of giving the vaccine in an emergency situation.”

Health Minister Harsh Vardhan said in September the gov-
ernment was considering granting an emergency authorization
for a COVID-19 vaccine, particularly for the elderly and people
in high-risk workplaces. Several leading vaccine candidates are
already in final-stage testing. An experimental vaccine devel-
oped by Britain’s AstraZeneca is among the most advanced ones,
and Britain expects to roll it out in late December or early 2021.

AstraZeneca has signed several supply and manufacturing
deals with companies and governments around the world, in-
cluding with the Serum Institute of India. Other late-stage vac-
cines are developed by Moderna Inc , Pfizer Inc with partner
BioNTech SE, and Johnson & Johnson. 

Meanwhile, Bangladesh signed a deal with the Serum Insti-
tute of India yesterday to buy 30 million doses of potential
coronavirus vaccine being developed by British drugmaker As-
traZeneca. AstraZeneca’s experimental COVID-19 vaccine is
seen as one of the most advanced candidates in the race against
the novel coronavirus. “Whenever the vaccine is ready, the

Serum Institute will give us 30 million doses in the first phase,”
health minister Zahid Maleque told reporters after the deal was
signed in Dhaka. — Reuters
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Garment workers on 
front line of Sri 
Lanka virus outbreak
COLOMBO: When women at a Sri Lankan garment factory
started to develop coughs and fevers, few took it seriously - the
South Asian island had few cases of the coronavirus and the onset
of the rainy season meant colds were to be expected. Staff who
fell ill saw the company doctor, but many went back to the pro-
duction line having being told that the factory’s owner Brandix,
which makes clothes for brands including Gap, Victoria’s Secret
and Marks & Spencer, had orders to fulfil.

Now, the district of Gampaha, where the factory is located, is
at the center of Sri Lanka’s biggest coronavirus outbreak, with
more than 7,000 cases - over half the national total. More than
1,000 of the factory’s 1,400 workers have tested positive for
COVID-19, putting Brandix - one of Sri Lanka’s largest apparel
companies - in the spotlight. Sri Lanka’s attorney general has or-
dered an investigation into whether the apparent spread of the
disease from the factory could have been prevented, saying it “en-
dangered human life”.

A progress report is expected by Nov. 13 on whether there
was “negligence on the part of Brandix resulting in the spread of
the virus”, said Nishara Jayaratne, the coordinating officer to the
attorney general.

Brandix, which employs about 35,000 workers at plants across
the country and is owned by the private Sri Lankan company
Phoenix Ventures Ltd, has launched its own investigation. Finance
chief Hasitha Premaratnhe said its initial findings were that staff
with a fever were sent home or taken to hospital, and it would take
“appropriate action” if this was found to be wrong.

But workers and trade union officials who spoke to the Thom-
son Reuters Foundation said some of those who fell sick were
asked to carry on working and others said they were given proper

protective health (PPE) equipment.
“Some even fainted, but the company doctor gave basic med-

icines. All these sick women worked again, though they had some
difficulties,” said one worker who asked not to be named, fearing
repercussions for speaking out. “We never suspected it was co-
rona because everybody was complacent and employees shared
their meals and did not wear masks inside the plant.”

Ashila Dandeniya, who heads the local trade union group
Standup Movement, said Brandix workers reported temperature
checks were not carried out consistently and said the company
did not take their health condition seriously. Brandix said it had
health and safety measures in place including screening of staff,
social distancing, mask wearing and temperature checks.

It reopened its factories in April when Sri Lanka’s government
eased restrictions. “We have appointed a high-level three-mem-
ber independent committee to investigate into allegations levelled
in the media,” said Premaratnhe, referring to reports of safety fail-
ings at the plant. “Upon completion of the investigation, we will
take appropriate action as per its findings.” — Reuters

PUNE: A research scientist works inside a laboratory of India’s
Serum Institute, the world’s largest maker of vaccines, which is
working on vaccines against the coronavirus disease (COVID-19)
in Pune. — Reuters

Businessman’s son
charged in maid case
SINGAPORE: A top Singapore businessman’s son was
charged yesterday with giving false evidence against an In-
donesian maid who was cleared of stealing from their family,
in a case that sparked widespread anger. The controversy
raised questions about how the justice system treated one of
the city state’s best-known businessmen Liew Mun Leong
and his family, compared with a low-paid domestic helper,
Parti Liyani.

The affluent financial hub is home to about 260,000 do-
mestic helpers, who mostly come from poorer Asian countries
and earn salaries far below the average Singaporean’s. The
family of Liew, chairman of Singapore’s airport operator until
he quit in September, fired Liyani in 2016 and she was charged
with stealing items from them including watches, clothes, and
a DVD player. She was initially found guilty and sentenced to
more than two years in jail but was acquitted on appeal, with
a judge raising concerns about how the case had been con-
ducted. The judge said there was reason to believe the family’s
filing of theft charges was aimed at preventing her from lodg-
ing a complaint against them with authorities.

Liyani had been sent to clean the home and office of the
businessman’s son, Karl, which is illegal. The judge also cast
doubt on the younger Liew’s credibility as a witness. Author-
ities launched a probe into the handling of the case and yes-
terday, Karl Liew was charged in court with “furnishing false
information” to police. The charge related to the 43-year-old’s
statement he had found 119 pieces of clothing belonging to
him inside a box packed by the Indonesian maid. He was also
charged with lying under oath in court when he said that a T-
shirt and a red blouse allegedly stolen by the maid belonged
to him. He faces up to three years in jail for the first count, and
seven for the second.  — AFP

COLOMBO: The garment industry - Sri Lanka’s biggest exporter,
accounting for about 7 percent of the $84 billion economy - was
allowed to restart operations in April. —Reuters


