
NEW DELHI: India announced its first two cases of the highly
infectious Omicron COVID variant yesterday, months after a dev-
astating wave of the virus killed more than 200,000 people
around the country.

Top health ministry official Luv Agarwal said two men in southern
Karnataka state, aged 66 and 46, had tested positive for the variant.
“As per the protocols all their primary and secondary contacts have
been traced and are being tested,” he told a press briefing.

India has yet to impose new blanket international travel bans
but on Monday the health ministry ordered all inbound travelers
from “countries at-risk” to undergo mandatory post-arrival
COVID testing, along with the random testing of other interna-

tional arrivals. The nation’s biggest city Mumbai on Wednesday
imposed mandatory seven-day quarantine for all passengers ar-
riving from at-risk countries. Omicron, first discovered in southern
Africa, represents a fresh challenge to global efforts to battle the
pandemic with several nations already re-imposing restrictions
many had hoped were a thing of the past.

It is the latest coronavirus strain to emerge since the start of
the pandemic, including the currently dominant Delta variant,
which was first detected in India in October 2020. More than
200,000 people around the country died in a devastating
COVID wave between April and June that overwhelmed hospi-
tals and crematoriums. It struck after one of the world’s biggest

religious gatherings, the Kumbh Mela, which attracted around
25 million Hindu pilgrims.

That gathering, along with large state election rallies, was
blamed by experts for fuelling the Delta surge. India has the
world’s second-highest number of cases, with more than 34 million
confirmed infections. Its nearly 470,000 COVID deaths are the
third-highest, behind the tolls in the United States and Brazil. But
under-reporting is widespread and some studies have estimated
India’s true toll could be up to ten times higher. The country has
since administered more than 1.2 billion COVID-19 vaccine doses
but only around a third of the population are fully vaccinated, ac-
cording to government data. — AFP 
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Omicron renews 
S Africa debate on 
vaccine mandates
JOHANNESBURG: The discovery of the
Omicron variant of COVID-19 has pushed de-
bate over mandatory vaccinations to the top
of South Africa’s agenda, as rising infections
bring the once-unthinkable option into play.
For months the country has tried carrots to
lure people to get jabs, from discounts at
stores to cash prizes and free Uber rides. And
still only one in four South Africans are vacci-
nated. President Cyril Ramaphosa on Sunday
hinted at bringing out the stick, raising the
possibility of mandatory vaccinations - a step
once seen as politically impossible, rejected
by unions and opposition parties.

Omicron has changed those calculations,
prompting two million-strong Cosatu - the
country’s largest labour group - to break
ranks with other unions and back mandatory
jabs. “Our position has evolved,” the union
said. Omicron is driving a new wave of infec-
tions, and stoking new fears as scientists de-
termine exactly how dangerous the variant is.
Although other countries quickly blocked
travel from South Africa, Ramaphosa didn’t
announce another lockdown at home.

Instead, he said the government was look-
ing at “measures that make vaccination a con-
dition for access to workplaces, public events,
public transport and public establishments.”
Less than a year earlier, he’d said no one
would be forced to get a vaccine. Now
lawyers and academics are tussling in public
over how to balance public health with per-
sonal freedoms. South Africa’s constitution,
designed to mend the wounds of apartheid,
takes an egalitarian approach, even though the
country still grapples with a huge gap be-
tween rich and poor.

Some universities and employers have al-
ready imposed their own mandates. Major op-
position parties oppose a national vaccine
mandate, though they have softened their tone
as data brings stark economic realities in-

creasingly into focus. Two days after
Ramaphosa’s speech, the country reported
record unemployment at 34.9 percent, with
job losses in every segment of the economy.
While activity is slowly growing, it has yet to
reach pre-pandemic levels - meaning that
even without consensus on vaccine mandates,
there is broad agreement that South Africa
can’t afford another lockdown.

Vaccine apartheid
Lockdown measures - including bans on

alcohol and tobacco and limits on religious
gatherings - already faced legal challenges.
Some unions have threatened to take any vac-
cine requirement to the nation’s highest court.
During last month’s local elections, the touchy
subject was hardly mentioned, though vaccine
clinics were set up at some polling stations.

“Nobody has a right that extends into
somebody else’s right,” said Cathleen Powell,
a law professor at the University of Cape

Town. Refusing a vaccine could be considered
a threat to infect others, she said. That would
go against South Africa’s concept of “ubuntu”,
meaning “I am because you are.” The idea em-
bodies the community spirit cherished by Nel-
son Mandela. Official numbers show COVID
has hit South Africa harder than the rest of the
continent, with nearly three million cases and
90,000 deaths.

But after leading global rallying cries of
“vaccine apartheid” as rich nations hoarded
doses, South Africa is now delaying its next
deliveries, because it can’t find enough takers
for the shots already in stock. Some of the
hesitancy is racial. Several studies show that
white men are more reluctant to get jabbed.
Others believe that traditional medicines from
“sangomas” can combat coronavirus. “It’s a
reflection of the declining trust people have in
our government,” political analyst Ralph
Mathekga told AFP. “It’s also about credibility
of policymakers.” — AFP 

Saudi, UAE report
first Omicron
cases in Gulf
RIYADH: Saudi Arabia recorded the Gulf’s
first confirmed case of the Omicron variant
of the coronavirus, followed hours later by a
case in the UAE, health ministries in both
countries said Wednesday. “One case of the
Omicron variant has been detected in the
kingdom-it was a citizen coming from a
North African country,” a Saudi health min-
istry official told the state SPA news agency.
“He has been put in isolation, as have his
contacts, and the necessary health measures
have been taken.” The neighboring United
Arab Emirates announced later that it had
also detected its first Omicron case, in an
“African woman arriving from an African
country via an Arab country”, the health min-
istry said on Twitter.

The variant was first announced by South
Africa but has since been discovered to have
been present earlier in Europe. It has
prompted governments around the globe to
reimpose travel restrictions, despite warn-
ings from the World Health Organization this
could do more harm than good. Saudi Arabia
last week halted flights from seven southern
African countries, mirroring similar moves by
other government, but travel links with North
Africa have remained unaffected.

The kingdom had been lifting some of the
remaining restrictions it imposed early in the
pandemic, allowing worshippers at the Mus-
lim holy places to resume praying shoulder-
to-shoulder from October. More than 47
million doses of COVID vaccine have been
administered in the kingdom, which has a
population of nearly 35 million. Since the
pandemic started, Saudi Arabia has recorded
in excess of 549,000 cases of Covid-19,
more than 8,800 of them fatal, while the UAE
has registered about 742,100 cases and
more than 2,100 deaths. — AFP 

JOHANNESBURG: A healthcare worker speaks with a woman queuing for a PCR COVID-19 test at the Lancet
laboratory in Johannesburg. —AFP 


