
9
THEINDIANEXPRESS,SATURDAY, JULY24,2021

WHATTHEOTHERSSAY
“The US can’t unilaterally define the ‘guardrails’ between the two countries out
of its own interests, because they need to be defined by both China and the US
to advance the interests of both countries.”—GLOBALTIMES,CHINATHE IDEASPAGE
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Despite its dependence on
several parameters, the
patient-overflow approach to
assessing Covid fatalities
highlights the criticality of
limiting overflow in the
healthcare system and can
provide insights into
important factors to control.
An overwhelmed system
leads to a steep ramp-up in
deaths. This model shows
that high death undercounts,
however, are limited to short
time spans when the capacity
is overwhelmed. Therefore,
an underreporting bias of
30x over the entire pandemic
for the full country is
unlikely. For the eight
districts we analysed (three
shown here) using the
described parameters, it is
roughly between 3-9x.

KARNATAKA CHIEF MINISTER B S
Yediyurappa is pragmatic enough to know
thatthereistoomuchatstakeforhimandhe
haslittlechoicebuttomakeaquietexit.Heis
awarethathisvulnerabilitiesfaroutweighhis
strengths. But there is a voicewithin him,
whichwill taunt him if hemeekly surren-
deredandretreated.Hence,whenhisvulner-
abilities summonhim,heappearsobedient
before themedia, butwhen the taunt takes
over, hedials numbers thatwill handle the
ridicule.Yediyurappaisfaithfultobothvoices
inside him.He is genuinely conflicted and
therearemanyreasonsforthat.
ThebiggestreasonisthathemadetheBJP

anelectoralsuccessinKarnatakainaneraof
Vajpayee andAdvani, butwithoutmuchof
their input or intervention. After their era
ended,hedidn’tneedeitherModiorShahto
strategise,poolresourcesorpostelectionvic-
tories.Heowednexttonothingtohisnational
leadership. In 2008 and 2018, twicewhen
Yediyurappafellslenderlyshortofaclearma-
jority, he arranged it himself, albeit through
deviousmeans. The formulahe created for
thepartyinthestatewasindigenouslydevel-
oped. Itwasquite independent of theRSS’s
Hindutva.Infact,itwasmoreanextensionof
casteidentitypoliticsthatKarnatakahadwit-
nessedfordecades,underchiefministerslike
SNijalingappa,DDevarajUrs andHDDeve
Gowda.
ThefactthatYediyurappabelongedtothe

dominant Lingayat communityhelped, but
hewasshrewdenoughtorealisethatifhedid
not build a broad coalitionwith sections of
backwardclassesandDalits, therewas little
chance of coming to power. He stitched a
coalitionpatiently,andgotanumberofback-
wardcommunities,andalsoaneglectedsec-
tionof theScheduledCastes andScheduled
Tribes onhis side. He snatched these com-
munitiesfromunderthenoseofanarrogant
Siddaramaiah,whoclaimedtobetheleader
of all backwards, and an indifferent
MallikarjunaKhargewhopresidedover the
Dalitconstituency.Hestartedworkingonthis
whenhefirstbecameadeputychiefminister
in2006andsortofperfecteditbythetimehe
becamechiefministerin2008.
While Yediyurappa was busy with

Mandalpolitics,HNAnanthKumar tried to
become the voice of Hindutva in the state.
Yediyurappa looked askance at the RSS
agenda thatAnanthKumarwaspromoting.
Heallowedittobeathinaircoveratbestbut
never allowed it a grassroots existence. He
alsolookedawayfromthetoxicHindutvaex-
perimentsinthecoastaldistrictsbypresent-
ingthemasanaberration.Yediyurappaisnot
perceivedas communal inKarnatakabut is
thoughtof asacaste leader.Heisessentially
aMandalpoliticianwithaHindutvaaircover.

The pontiffs who have been crowding
Bengaluruinhissupportinthelastfewdays
are thosewhowear thesaffronof casteand
notthesaffronofreligion.
In Karnataka, the backward castes and

sub-castes,Dalitcommunitiesincluded,have
imitated theorganisational structureof the
Lingayats—theyallhaveindependentsem-
inariesandpontiffs,andhavedevisedpoliti-
calplayaroundthem.Yediyurappa’sclever-
estactwastoempowerthemwithlandand
largesse,andputtheminanorbitofworldly
pursuits.Hedeepenedtheexistingcasteiden-
titypoliticswithadistinctshadeofsaffron.It
wasdebaucheryofdemocracy.Nevertheless,
hepursueditunabashedly.
Therefore,whentheBJPnational leader-

shipdecidedtonudgethisLingayatstalwart
to stepdown, they strategised a systematic
attackoverthelastfewmonthsbydeploying
legislatorsfromhisowncommunityagainst
him.Theycreatedfierydebatesofvictimhood
and inadequate representationof populous
sub-castes inside thecommunity.However,
thelegislatorswhoweredressedupaschal-
lengers to the Lingayat throne commanded
verylittleinsidethecommunityandamong
thelargerelectorate.Butstill,theyweregiven
the liberty toabusetheir leaderwithout the
liability of disciplinary action. Yediyurappa
indirectly portrayed themas traitors of the
Lingayatcommunityactingattheinstanceof
B L Santosh, a Brahminwithout a base. He
wouldhaveeasily survivedtheattackof the
legislatorsbut therewereothervulnerabili-
ties, includingallegationsof corruptionand
nepotismthatprogressivelyweakenedhim.
Even before Pegasusmade headlines,

therewerethickrumoursofelectronicespi-
onageinKarnatakaanditwentbyaninterest-
ing epithet: “CDpolitics”. The pun is unin-
tended. Inhis first term,Yediyurappahadto
stepdownbecausehehadtogotojailoncor-
ruption charges. Hehad then collaborated
with thenotoriousBellaryminerswhoper-
manentlydented thepolitical cultureof the
state. In a partywith definite ideological
moorings,Yediyurappahadchoreographeda
vulgar dance ofmammon to survive. This
timearound,though,he’llbesteppingdown
becauseheneverlearntlessonsfromhisfirst
debacle.Apparently,in2010,whenModihad
run intoYediyurappaat theparty’snational
executive, hehadoffered someunsolicited
advice:“Godwillnotalwayssaveyou,correct
yourself”. That correctionnever happened
andithasmiredhislegacy.
It is natural to ask where the RSS, the

BJP’s chief mentor,waswhen all thismess
wasbeingheaped?Santosh,whoisnowthe
nationalorganisingsecretaryoftheBJP,was
attachedtothestateunitwhenYediyurappa
hadbegunhisconsolidation.Hewastasked
with developing a long-term vision and
grooming an alternative leadership to
Yediyurappa. Insteadof fulfilling thisman-
date,heanointedhimself for the future.He
cultivatedweaklingswhocouldnever step
out of his shadow.Hebecameapart of the
problem and never the solution, and that
problempersists to thisday.

Thewriter isa senior journalist andauthor

THEIMPACTOFthesecondCovidwaveinIndia
hasbeeninvestigatedatmanylevels. Afterthe
initial reports—mostly imagesof packedcre-
matoriaandburials—manyassessmentshave
emerged about theundercountingof deaths.
Analysesofdeathregistrationsshowthat“ex-
cessdeaths”tillMay2021insomestatescom-
pared to2018and2019were30-40 times (x)
thereportedCoviddeaths.Arecentstudyesti-
mated this undercount of excessdeaths tobe
about10xfortheentirepandemic.
Wehavedevelopedapatient-flowmodel

tounderstandthedriversof fatalityandtode-
terminewhetheranundercountof30xispos-
sible.Themodel’scalibrationexplainsthatonly
under certain circumstances—whenhealth-
care facilitiesareoverwhelmed—suchanun-
dercount is possible. It is not a country-wide
andpandemic-widephenomenon.
Therehas beenmuchdiscussionon “flat-

teningthecurve”attheonsetof thepandemic
in2020. Thecurvetobe“flattened”isthecurve
ofrisinginfectionssuchthathospitalisationsof
the infectedremainwithin thecapacityof the
healthcare system. Once this capacity is
breached, the infection turns fatal for individ-
ualswhowouldordinarilybesaved.Thenum-
berof deaths can rise rapidly in suchanover-
whelmedhealthsystem.
Manycountries facedthischallengeatdif-

ferenttimepointsduringthepandemicindicat-
ingthedifficultiesincontrollingtheinfection.In
India,thesecondwavelastedforseveralweeks
inApril andMayof 2021.As infections rose at
an exponential rate driven by the then-new
Deltavariant,thenumberof individualsneed-
ingoxygenandICUsupport increased. Insitu-
ationswhereintheoxygen-supportedandICU
bedsreachedcapacityoccupancy,manyaddi-
tionalpatientsneedingthissupportlikelysuc-
cumbedtothedisease.
Theschematicillustratesthisimpactofex-

ceedinghealthcarecapacity(thehorizontalblue
line). Eachday,certainnumberofpatientsneed
oxygenandICUbedsandtheystay inthehos-
pital for, say, six days. Everyday, a number of
bedsbecomeavailableduetopatientdischarge
or death. Once capacity is reached, there are
newpatients daily that cannot be admitted
(showninred)andcontributetooveralldeaths
becauseof lackof care. This overflownumber
leadstotheexcessivedeathtollandhighdeath
undercounts (if the counting cannot keepup
without-of-hospitaldeaths).
Themodelestimatesthedailynumbersthat

need oxygen and ICUbeds and the overflow
number—ones that cannot avail these facili-
ties.Thefollowingparametersareused—one,
percentageof daily newcases that need such
beds: This isestimatedat12percent inapre-
surge situation for cases caused by the delta
variant.During the surge, since testing is con-
strainedandahigherportionofpositivecases
aresymptomatic,thepercentageofcasesneed-
ingassistance is higher. In our analysis, 15per
cent is taken as thebaselinewith12per cent
and18per cent forming thebounds. Two, the
number of hospital days on such care: This is
takenas14days.Three,thetotalnumberofsuch
beds (capacitydata): This data is sourceddis-
trict-wisefromthelatest(June27–July5th)dis-
trictormunicipaldashboards.
Inadditiontodeathsduetooverflow,there

aredeaths of patients succumbing to thedis-
easeevenwiththerequiredcare.TheInfection

FatalityRate(IFR)of thediseaseisusedforthis
calculation. The second serosurveyestimated
a national IFR between0.084–0.121per cent
(includingtheconfidenceintervals).Weusean
IFR of 0.1 per cent for all districts to estimate
thesedeathsfromthetotalestimatedinfections
in thedistrict (after subtracting the overflow
casescalculatedabove).Detailsof thesecalcu-
lations are explained in the online version of
thisarticle.
So, is30xundercount inCoviddeathspos-

sible?
Thechartsbelowshowtheanalysisforthree

example districts: Gwalior, Indore, and SPS
Nellore.Thesedistrictsarefromstatesthathad
the highest estimated excess deaths tillMay
2021.(TotalreportedCoviddeathsinthethree
districtsasofMay31,were5,83,1,341, and818
respectively.)Thepictureisthesameinallthree
districts.Asthesecondwaveunfoldedwithin-
creasingdailycases(thebluelineinthetopplot
onthe left-handscale), thedailydeathunder-
count (as a seven-day average) relative to the
reportednumbers (red lineon the right-hand
scale) spikes up—going close to 30x— for a
shortperiodduringMarch-May2021andsub-
sidesasthewaverecedes.
The charts show the impact of breaching

healthcare capacityon thedeathundercount.
ForIndore,especially,theimpactofthechange
inhospitalisationrate from12percent (lower
boundof the redshadedcurve) to15per cent
(solidredline)andhigherleadstooverflowand
aspikeindeathsandundercount.
The cumulative death undercount (black

lineinthebottomplotontheright-handscale)
isaround5-9xdependinguponthedistrictasit
averagestheactualandreporteddeathsovera
longertimeperiod.Animportantconsequence
ofoverflowisthatthecalculatedIFR(purpleline
ontheleft-handscale)losesitspropertyofbe-
ingonlydisease-specificat0.1percentandgets
driven byhealthcare capacity constraints to
0.15-0.37percentdependingonthedistrict.
NotethatthecalculatedIFRandundercount

neednot be correlated because undercounts
dependupontheactualreportedCoviddeaths
and the calculated IFR reflects thedeathsdue
to overwhelmed capacity. As an example,
IndorehasasimilarundercountbutalowerIFR
ascomparedtoSPSNellore.Presumably,Nellore
infrastructurewasoverwhelmedtoalargerex-

tent as compared to Indore, but bothdistricts
were similar in themanner the deathswere
counted.
Inadditiontosensitivitytomodelparame-

ters,theaccuracyofoutputfromthismodelde-
pendsupon the granularity of data used. The
first aspect is geographic granularity. A state-
levelmodelwilladdupthehealthcarecapacity
ofdistrictsthatcopewithhospitalisationswith
thosethatareoverwhelmed.It'slikelythatthe
totalcapacitythatcomesoutofthiscalculation
is sufficient tomanage the combinedpatient
load. In this situation, themodel will erro-
neously under-predict the overflowwhereas
overwhelmeddistrictswillreportoverflowand
increaseddeaths.
Similarly, a granular time-scale is impor-

tant.Everyday,theoverflowisdeterminedby
the totalnumberof patientsneedingbreath-
ing assistance and the bed capacity of such
equipment. Ideally,dailydata,whereveravail-
able,shouldbeused.Usingaverages(orother
fixednumbers)acrosstheentirewavecauses
inaccuraciesbecauseofdifferences in theav-
eragevalueandthedailyvalue.Adequateoxy-
gen flow is another confounding factor. Any
limitation inoxygen supplieswill reduce the
effectivebedcapacity.Webelievethisdepend-
ence onmultiple factors is precisely the rea-
son for thewide range of death and under-
countestimates.
Despiteitsdependenceonseveralparame-

ters,thepatient-overflowapproachtoassessing
Covidfatalitieshighlightsthecriticalityof lim-
itingoverflowinthehealthcaresystemandcan
provideinsights intoimportantfactorstocon-
trol. Anoverwhelmedsystem leads to a steep
ramp-upindeaths.Thismodelshowsthathigh
death undercounts, however, are limited to
short time spanswhen the capacity is over-
whelmed.Therefore,anunderreportingbiasof
30xovertheentirepandemicforthefullcoun-
tryisunlikely.Fortheeightdistrictsweanalysed
(threeshownhere)usingthedescribedparam-
eters, it isroughlybetween3-9x.
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workedatMcKinseyandNovoNordisk.
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THIS REFERS TO the item, ‘Darbara re-
signs’in'FortyYearsAgo'(IE,July23).The
Punjab imbroglio forty years ago con-
trasts sharplywith the events of today.
Thechoiceofincludingthisitemwasvery
apt–itreflectsthedeclineoftheCongress
over the years. The firmway inwhich
PrimeMinisterIndiraGandhidealtwith
thesituationandtheconfusingmethod-
ology adopted today around the CM-
Sidhuimbrogliopaintsatellingpicture

RaviRaman,via email

ORWELL SMILED
THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘The us in
Pegasus’(IE,July23).ThePegasusexpose
looks increasingly like an Orwellian
nightmare,withseriousquestionsraised
over the verynature of our democracy.
Frommuzzlingofdissidentvoices toal-
legedly toppling Opposition govern-
ments, themessage sent couldn't be
moreexplicit. Thebogeyof national se-
curity, it seems, can indeed justify even
outrightviolationsofprivacy.TheCentre
mustcomecleanonitsinvolvementand
judicial intervention isnecessary toup-
holdtherighttoprivacy.

IlaRailkar,Mumbai

ANNUAL TRAGEDY
THISREFERSTOthereport, 'Heavyrains
atKonkan,manyareas flooded' (IE, July
23). Several pictures of the devastation
causedbythetorrentialrainsduringthe
pastfewdays,inMumbai,Thanedistrict,
Konkanmakeforsadreading.Thelossof
lives andproperty is heartbreaking. At
manyplaces,thisisanannualstory,year

after year people are put to inconven-
ience.Whoisresponsibleforthisstateof
affairs?Weall, the authorities and the
people,needtointrospect.

MelvilleXD'Souza,Mumbai

ACT, DON’T QUIBBLE
THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘A sum-
maryresponse’ (IE, July23).Ratherthan
name-calling andquibbling aboutwho
hasreallybeenderelict, it’stimethatthe
governments at the Centre and states
startedbuttressing the ailinghealth in-
frastructure throughcooperation, espe-
ciallywhenhealthexpertshavepredicted
thecertaintyoftheimminentthirdwave.
The Centre can flesh out a graded re-
sponseactionplanandahigh-level task
forcetoensuretheequitableavailability
oflife-savingdrugsandoxygencylinders
atthegrassrootslevel.

VinaySaroha,Delhi

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

THE MAHATMA GANDHI National Rural
EmploymentGuaranteeAct(MGNREGA)was
apivotal shockabsorberduringthefirstwave
ofthepandemic.Itsfunctioninghingesonsuf-
ficientbudgetallocation,reliablepaymentsys-
tems, and ease of access towages. However,
theGovernmentofIndia(GoI)notonlyreduced
theMGNREGAbudget this yearbut alsoneg-
lecteditinsubsequentreliefmeasurespostthe
secondwave.TheMGNREGA,amongotherso-
cial security programmes, canbe apowerful
safetynetforthepoor.Butdelaysinpayments
continueeveninsuchprecarioustimes.
Under theAct,workers shouldgetwages

within 15days of completionofwork failing
which they are entitled to compensation for
delays.TheMGNREGApaymentprocesscon-
sistsof twostages.Afterwork is completed, a
Funds' TransferOrder (FTO)withworker de-
tails is digitally sent to the GoI by the pan-
chayat/block. This is the state’s responsibility.
TheGoIthenprocessestheFTOsandtransfers
wagesdirectlytotheworkers’accounts.Thisis
calledStage2andisentirelytheGoI'srespon-
sibility. TheAct’s guidelines say that the first
stagemustbecompletedineightdaysandthe
second within seven days after Stage 1.
However,asperofficialdata,only26percentof
the transactions of the first quarter of this fi-

nancial yearwere creditedwithin the stipu-
latedseven-dayperiodbytheGoI.
Until recently, everyMGNREGAFTOcon-

sisted of multiple transactions of workers
acrosscastecategories.OnMarch2,theGoIis-
suedacirculartochangethepaymentsystem
sothatpaymentscanbemadeseparatelybased
onthecasteofworkers(SC,STand“Others”).
Tounderstand theefficacyof this circular,

weobtainedallwage transactions fromApril
1,2021,toMay23,from26randomlysampled
blocks of Jharkhand. Theobjectivewas to as-
sess thedifference in Stage2of thepayment
processacrosscastecategories.Wecalculated
Stage2delaysforthesetransactionsandcom-
bined themwith the caste category of the
workers.Outof3,14,710transactionsforwhich
the FTOwas sent to theGoI, 54.3 per cent of
transactions remainedunpaid as ofMay23.
Thecastecategoryofworkerswasmissingfor
7,097transactions.Wewere,therefore,ableto
calculatecaste-wiseStage2delaysfor1.43lakh
transactions.
TheGoItook26daysonaveragetoprocess

thetransactionsinthesecondstage.Wedonot
findanyevidentdifferenceinthetimetakento
complete this stage of the payment process
acrossSC,ST,and“Others”categories.Inapre-
viously conducted study of 90 lakh transac-

tions across 10 states,we found that Stage 2
alonewastakingmorethan50days.Thesede-
layswerecompletelyunaccountedforasthey
were not reflected in theMGNREGAMIS.
Basedonthesefindings,in2018,theSupreme
CourtgavestrongordersreprimandingtheGoI
for not paying compensation for the delay it
wascausing.Threeyearshence,theGoIcontin-
uestoviolatetheActandcourtorders.Whatis
moresurprisingisthatsuchinordinatedelays
arebeingobservedat thebeginningof the fi-
nancial year,when theprogramme ismeant
tobeflushwithfunds.
During suchanunprecedented crisis, the

moveof segregatingpaymentsby caste cate-
goriesraisesapprehensions.Whileaffirmative
action is important, experimentingwith the
paymentarchitecturewithouttransparentdis-
cussionsorajustifiedrationaleappearsbizarre.
The Secretary of the Ministry of Rural
Development(MoRD)toldthemediathatthe
purposewas to assess howmuch the SC/ST
communities benefited from MGNREGA.
Whilethepurposeofknowingtheamountof
moneyaccruedtoSC/SThouseholds isuseful,
it caneasilybecalculatedafter thewagepay-
mentsarecompleted.Tinkeringwiththepay-
ment process,without consultation, sends a
worryingsignal,giventhattherehavebeenat-

temptstoerodetheuniversalityofMGNREGA.
For instance, in2016, the then Joint Secretary
of theMinistryhadsentWhatsAppmessages
tofieldfunctionariessaying“WhiletheActdoes
notdistinguishbetweenAPLandBPLandvul-
nerable/non-vulnerable,we have to intelli-
gently communicate to thedistrict/block/GP
authoritiestolearntotarget.”
ThedigitalpaymentssystemofMGNREGA

has been a laboratory ofmany experiments
since2012.However,nomechanismtosolicit
feedbackfromworkerstoevaluatetherobust-
nessofthesesystemshaseverbeencreated.In
this case, therewasno consultationwith the
stategovernmentseither.Itisnosurprisethen
that Stage2of thepaymentprocess is taking
threetimesmorethanitshould.Indiaboasted
4,355croredigital retail transactions in2020-
21asperRBIdata.Theseareusuallycompleted
withinadayifnotinafewminutes.Incompar-
ison,MGNREGA transactions,whichareonly
1.6percentinthevolumeofthese,getroutinely
delayed.Why should the timely payment of
subsistencewages inMGNREGAcontinue to
besoelusive?

DhorajiwalaandMallaareresearcherswith
LibTechIndia.RajendranteachesatAzim

PremjiUniversity

PersistentdelaysinMGNREGApaymentsareworseningpandemicprecarity

Holes in the safety net
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Covid death count, a reality check The difficulty of
being Yediyurappa

AMandalpoliticianinaHindutvaparty,hedoesnot
owehisrisetothecentralBJP,buthis
vulnerabilitieshavecaughtupwithhim

SugataSrinivasaraju
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Anunderreportingbiasof30xovertheentirepandemicforthefullcountry is
unlikely.Fortheeightdistrictsweanalysed, it is roughlybetween3-9x
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TusharGore and
ViralVAcharya

SakinaDhorajiwala, RanadheerMalla andRajendranNarayanan

1-
Fe
b

15
-F
eb

1-
M
ar

15
-M

ar
29
-M

ar
12
-A
pr

26
-A
pr

10
-M

ay
24

-M
ay

GWALIOR

INDORE

Bhopal
Madhya
Pradesh

Pune


