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Caught in the crossfire

India and Pakistan must ensure that fishermen
are not victims of a deterioration in ties

kistan Maritime Security Agency (PMSA) off the
Gujarat coast on November 7. This is the first
such killing by the PMSA in the last six years though
conflicts over fishing rights are not infrequent along the
International Maritime Boundary Line between the two
countries. Six other fishermen have reportedly been
detained, while one injured person managed to return
to Indian shores. India has termed Pakistan’s action de-
plorable and “in contravention to all established inter-
national practices and bilateral understandings”. On
Monday, the Ministry of External Affairs summoned a
Pakistani diplomat who was asked to investigate the in-
cident and instruct its forces to refrain from unpro-
voked firing. According to the Gujarat government, a to-
tal of 345 fishermen from the State were lodged in
Pakistan jails as on December 2020. In April 2020, Pa-
kistani forces opened fire on two boats off the Gujarat
coast injuring one person, and in 2019 they sunk an In-
dian boat in which six of seven fishermen onboard were
rescued. One person went missing. Fishermen often get
caught in the fluctuating fate of the bilateral relations
between the two countries, which is currently at a low.
According to the National Fishworkers Forum, there
are 558 Indian fishermen in Pakistani jails, and 74 from
Pakistan in Indian prisons. The Forum calculates that
1,200 Indian fishing vessels are in Pakistan’s custody.
The families of these imprisoned people are in penury.
Consular access to those in prison is difficult. Only 295
of the 558 prisoners in Pakistan could have their nation-
ality verified. In 2007, both countries formed a joint
judicial committee comprising eight retired judges —
four each from India and Pakistan — to facilitate the ex-
change of civilian prisoners. The mechanism has been
defunct since 2013, and attempts to revive it in 2018 did
not bear fruit. Civilians along international borders of-
ten get caught in disputes between countries, and India
has several such hotspots, on land and in sea. Even fish-
ermen venturing near the India-Sri Lanka maritime
border often fall victim though both countries maintain
cordial bilateral ties. Many Indian villages along the bor-
ders with Myanmar and Bangladesh also become
theatres of conflict, as communities often find it diffi-
cult to reconcile with international borders that divide
their traditional spheres of economic and social activi-
ties. Pakistan has aggressively sponsored violence in In-
dia, and terrorists trained by its agencies sailed in a hi-
jacked Indian fishing boat in 2008 to Mumbiai. It is a
tragedy that ordinary people could end up in a foreign
prison while trying to earn their livelihood. India and
Pakistan must consider this as a humanitarian crisis
and work towards resolving it. And, both countries
must avoid any escalation in tensions on account of the
latest incident.

Overlapping interests

The U.P. police are making heavy weather of
the task of probing farmers’ deaths fairly
The Supreme Court of India continues to question

3 n Indian fisherman was killed in firing by the Pa-

the tardy progress in the ongoing probe into the

October 3 violence during a farmers’ protest at
Tikonia in Lakhimpur-Kheri district, a situation that re-
flects poorly on the Uttar Pradesh police and adminis-
tration. In its latest expression of dissatisfaction, the
Court has indicated that it would like a retired High
Court judge to monitor the investigation and has sought
the State government’s response. The Court’s appre-
hensions are not without basis. A large number of wit-
nesses coming forward ostensibly to help the police
have ended up giving “exculpatory evidence”, that is,
their statements are in favour of some suspects. Anoth-
er source of doubt about the fairness of the probe is that
an overlap is being sought to be created between two
FIRs registered in relation to the incidents: one relating
to the mowing down of four farmers and a journalist co-
vering the event by vehicles suspected to be part of the
convoy of Ashish Mishra, son of Union Minister Ajay
Mishra; and another concerning retaliatory violence by
the crowd, in which three persons were killed. Counsel
for the State government has confirmed at the latest
hearing that Raman Kashyap, reporting for a television
channel, was indeed run over by a car, with the Court
pointing out that an impression was sought to be given
earlier that he was lynched by the mob. The idea of hav-
ing a retired judge to monitor the probe seems to be
prompted by the Court’s keenness to ensure that the
two crimes are not mixed up.

It would be in the public interest to have a judicial
mind monitoring the probe. It would also have a salu-
tary effect on the investigation as a precautionary mea-
sure against any attempt to dilute or derail the case. It is
noteworthy that the judges on the Bench appear to
think that some of the developments redound to the be-
nefit of a particular accused. It seems to be an oblique
reference to the influential Ashish Mishra. Such an im-
pression will persist as long as the probe seems tardy,
and the gathering of evidence is marshalled towards ex-
onerating someone. Both the Union government and
the ruling BJP are silent on the continuance of the sus-
pect’s father as a Union Minister, a factor that casts a
shadow on the investigation. The Court is also not in-
clined to hand over the probe to the CBI, and is possibly
right in holding that view. Recording the statements of

[n UP, a missing tango and the BJP’s waltz

If an SP-Congress tie-up fails to materialise, both parties might come to rue the price to pay next year and in 2024

ASIM ALI

Party (SP) and the Indian Na-

tional Congress in Uttar Pra-
desh make for natural alliance
partners. Their social bases com-
plement each other, they do not
have too dissimilar an ideological
outlook, and have displayed a
large degree of consonance in
terms of campaign issues. Yet,
both parties are presently in the
midst of a bruising feud, each ac-
cusing the other of colluding with
the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP).
The SP has termed the Congress as
the flip side of the BJP, part of the
saffron strategy to confuse the vo-
ters, while the Congress has
charged the SP with being too
afraid of the Central Bureau of In-
vestigation and the Enforcement
Directorate to take on the BJP.

In many ways, the Samajwadi

Incentives for a link

So there is the one fundamental
question to ask: why are these two
parties so hesitant to commit to a
potentially mutually beneficial al-
liance? The answer to this ques-
tion might help illuminate the
state of Opposition politics in both
the State and the country, shaped
in fundamental ways by the BJP-
dominant system. First, let us eval-
uate the case for the alliance from
the point of view of both the
parties.

The incentives for the Congress
are relatively straightforward. If
the last two elections in U.P. are
anything to go by, the Congress
has been reduced to a 6% vote-
share party, with barely any pock-
ets of stronghold. The evidence
from the Assembly bypolls and the
panchayat elections since then
have only reinforced this impres-
sion, not to mention the steady
stream of Congress leaders exiting
the party for greener pastures. A

failure to get into an alliance with a
larger party could well mean elec-
toral decimation, in the manner of
Delhi and West Bengal. Being the
face of the U.P. campaign, it might
also irrevocably damage the image
of Priyanka Gandhi Vadra — the
last remaining ‘trump card’ of the
party. It might be instructive here
to remember that the first time Ra-
hul Gandhi became seared with
the image of a political novice was
after leading the disastrous 2012
campaign in Uttar Pradesh.

The draw for the Samajwadi
party is no less compelling. The
thrust of the Samajwadi campaign
so far has been to make the fight
for U.P. a bipolar contest. The
trouble is that a direct duel with a
party possessing a much larger so-
cial base is a losing proposition,
minus a wave of massive anti-in-
cumbency which has not surfaced
so far. The BJP in Uttar Pradesh is a
political behemoth, with a social
catchment area ranging from up-
per castes, non-Yadav Other Back-
ward Classes and non-Jatav Dalits.
In a sense, the social base of the
party in U.P. is roughly equivalent
to a combination of the BJP and
the Janata Dal (United) in neigh-
bouring Bihar. The SP, mean-
while, is hamstrung by its tradi-
tionally narrow social base,
anchored by Yadavs and Muslims.

The SP knows this, and its lead-
er Akhilesh Yadav has spent much
of his political career pushing his
party to embrace a new umbrella
avatar. Even so, the party has not
done the hard yards of long-term
social engineering: building up
community leaders, cultivating
caste alliances at the ground level,
or immersing itself in new socio-
political movements. It has now
gone for the quickest available
route: stitching up alliances with
an array of smaller parties. This
would, the party hopes, not only
boost its electoral arithmetic, but
also aid the social acceptability of
the SP among the specific caste
and community constituents of
the smaller parties. Hence, it
makes intuitive sense for the SP to
clasp the Congress’s hand which
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does represent, in a sense, the big-
gest of the smaller parties of U.P.

What, then, explains the jitters
at the prospect of coming togeth-
er? There are three reasons, all of
which reveal one aspect of the
electoral and ideological domi-
nance of the BJP.

The Congress’s decline

First, the decline of the Congress,
accelerated as it has in the Naren-
dra Modi era, has reached such a
state where, in many States, it is
not even a reliable junior partner.
The Congress’s recent record in
grand alliances hardly commends
it to any potential suitor. In last
year’s elections in Bihar, while the
Rashtriya Janata Dal and the three
Left parties won more than half
the seats they contested, the Con-
gress proved to be the fatal weak
link. This was not an aberration as
the Congress has been the laggard
alliance partner in several State
elections, from Tamil Nadu in 2016
to Maharashtra in 2019. Of course,
Akhilesh Yadav has had personal
experience of this phenomenon in
the last elections, where the Con-
gress fared considerably worse
than the SP.

Meanwhile, the Congress, as a
party slowly approaching a condi-
tion of existential crisis, fears it
can no longer remain trapped in a
state of low equilibrium. The
mood in the party harks back to
the Pachmarhi resolution of 1998,
which declared that only those
coalitions will be considered
which are “absolutely necessary”
and that “will not weaken the par-
ty”. A long running thread in Con-
gress thinking holds that the only
way for the party to revive its so-

cial base and rejuvenate its organ-
isation is through a period of ex-
pansive struggle directed against
both the regional parties as well as
the BJP.

The BJP’s dominance

Second, the BJP’s ideological do-
minance on the issues of religion
and nationalism has ensured that
success for Opposition parties in
State elections depends on the ex-
tent to which they can neutralise
the salience of ‘national’ issues
and make the election about ‘lo-
cal’ issues. The presence of a na-
tional party such as the Congress
in an Opposition alliance, particu-
larly one which has been the most
forthright ideological opponent of
the BJP under Rahul Gandhi, ham-
pers such a strategy.

The Gandhi siblings display
none of the caution of regional
leaders such as Akhilesh Yadav in
terms of challenging Mr. Modi and
making him into an electoral fac-
tor. After all, the Congress leader-
ship likely views the U.P. elections,
in part, as a springboard to build-
ing itself up as the national alterna-
tive to the BJP in the next general
election.

Third, the BJP’s dominance has
converted Muslims into a uniquely
radioactive political community.
The SP party understands that any
alliance with the Congress would
be painted by the BJP as an ‘unho-
ly alliance’ cynically aimed at con-
solidating the ‘Muslim votebank’.
Even as the Congress has long
claimed to have retained a base
among Brahmins and non-Jatav
Dalits in U.P., it has all but evapo-
rated now. In the 2019 elections,
only 6% of Brahmins and 7% of
non-Jatav Dalits in Uttar Pradesh
backed the party, almost exactly in
line with its 6% aggregate vote-
share in the State. The only really
sizeable support base of the Con-
gress remains among Muslims,
with 14% overall choosing the par-
ty in 2019, and especially so in
seats where the Congress stood a
chance.

This is perhaps the most impor-
tant reason why Akhilesh Yadav

has privileged allying with smaller
parties such as the Rashtriya Lok
Dal (RLD), Suheldev Bhartiya Sa-
maj Party (SBSP), Janwadi Party
and Mahan Dal over the larger
Congress. Since the social base of
these parties extends to one or
more Hindu caste groups, the SP
can cobble them together and por-
tray itself to be the larger ‘Hindu
alliance’. This alliance strategy is
also in harmony with the SP’s re-
cent political outreach, where it
has aggressively courted non-Ya-
dav OBC castes, the Scheduled
Castes, and the Brahmins, but has
extended only the most rare and
indirect gestures towards Mus-
lims. The political logic behind
this approach is that once the par-
ty has proven itself to have a sup-
port base among Hindus rivalling
the BJP, Muslims would automati-
cally flock to it over a third alterna-
tive, as shown by the Aam Aadmi
Party in Delhi and the Trinamool
Congress in West Bengal.

Of course, there is a possibility
that the present tiff between the
two parties might represent noth-
ing more than adroit jockeying for
a larger share in an eventual al-
liance. In this interlude of brink-
manship, the Congress might be
establishing itself as a major player
and the SP might be demonstrat-
ing itself as the only alternative
pole.

However, if this marriage ac-
tually fails to materialise, both par-
ties might come to rue the price to
pay. A recalcitrant approach from
the Congress could prove fatal not
just in these elections but also for
its hopes of stitching up a joint op-
position against the BJP in 2024.
The SP, meanwhile, could consid-
er the range of middle-ground op-
tions between a no deal with the
Congress and the bad deal it had
struck last time. For a party that
has never broken its 30% vote-
share ceiling, facing the BJP in a
seemingly bipolar contest, it scar-
cely has the luxury of spurning
partners.

Asim Ali is a political researcher and
columnist based in Delhi

[ndia needs to sign up for life-course immunisation

The COVID-19 vaccination drive is a reminder that the benefits of many vaccines have yet to reach the adult population

"
CHANDRAKANT LAHARIYA

efore the COVID-19 pandem-
Bic, most people linked and

associated vaccination with
children only. The fact is that vac-
cines — ever since the first vaccine
against smallpox became available
in 1798 — had always been for a far
wider age group, including for
adults. However, soon after small-
pox eradication and the launch of
the Expanded Programme on Im-
munisation (EPI) across the world
in the 1970s — and in India in 1978
— there were concerted efforts to
increase vaccine use and coverage
in children. Scientifically, the be-
nefit of most vaccines are greater if
administered earlier in life — infan-
cy and childhood — a reason chil-
dren are usually prioritised and
vaccines recommended for every
child. For the remaining age
groups including adults, vaccines
are recommended for specific sub-
groups such as older people or
those with specific health
conditions.

The COVID-19 vaccines are ex-
ceptions in some sense. These are
the first vaccines which have been
recommended for all adults, who
have been given priority over chil-
dren. In fact, the jury is still out on
whether, which age sub-group and
when children should receive CO-
VID-19 vaccines.

The importance of vaccines,
which are considered to be among
the most cost-effective public
health interventions, has been re-
cognised globally. Yet, the full be-
nefits of vaccines do not reach all
children and other age groups.
There are wide inequities in vac-
cine coverage in children by geog-
raphy, gender, parent’s education
and family’s socio-economic sta-
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tus, and other stratifiers. The cov-
erage of most available vaccines in
adults in India is sub-optimal. The
COVID-19 vaccination drive is an
opportunity to take stock of the
status of adult immunisation and
the future ahead.

Need for adult vaccination
Following the outbreaks of Japa-
nese Encephalitis (JE) in 2005-06
— in the years that followed — India
had conducted mass scale JE vac-
cination in the endemic districts,
which included the adult age
group. Then, there had been a li-
mited use of Swine Flu vaccines
for health workers during the HIN1
(2009) pandemic in 2009-10. Oth-
er than that, there has been limit-
ed focus on the systematic efforts
for adult vaccination in India. The
first and only national vaccine pol-
icy of India, released in 2011, had
no mention of adult vaccination.
The National Technical Advisory
Group on Immunisation (NTAGI)
in India, on a few occasions, dis-
cussed adult immunisation but
stayed away from any recommen-
dation for the general population
except for the vaccination of
health workers as high-risk
groups, for hepatitis B vaccine,
etc.

Outside the Government, pro-
fessional groups such as the Asso-
ciation of Physicians of India and
the Indian Society of Nephrology
have released guidelines on adult
vaccination; however, as these are
voluntary and the private sector
share in vaccination in India is ve-
ry small, understandably, the im-
pact remains unknown and is like-
ly to be low.

There is very limited data on the
burden of vaccine preventable dis-
eases (VPDs) in adult age groups —
in most settings including India.
Lately, review of available data has
pointed that the increased child-
hood vaccination coverage has re-
sulted in proportionately higher
cases of VPDs in the older age
groups. It is known that the bur-
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den of VPDs in adults (in compari-
son to children) is relatively low;
the larger adult population ren-
ders a greater social impact in
terms of absenteeism from work
(due to illnesses) and the associat-
ed costs of health care seeking and
hospitalisation.

There is emerging scientific evi-
dence on waning immunity and
the need of booster doses in the
adult age group for the vaccines
administered in childhood. The
vaccines which have become avail-
able in the last two decades (which
adults had not received as chil-
dren), have potential to be benefi-
cial. As an example, there are
more deaths due to pneumonia in
adults than in children. A propor-
tion of those illnesses, hospitalisa-
tions and deaths — in all age
groups — can be prevented by in-
creasing coverage of currently li-
censed vaccines which prevents
pneumonia and related complica-
tions. Fortunately, these vaccines
have become part of childhood
vaccination programmes; howev-
er, the coverage and benefits need
to be expanded to the identified
high-risk adult population. The
available evidence has resulted in
the global stakeholders agreeing to
‘the Immunization Agenda 2030’
(https://bit.ly/3qIKnH1) which has
emphasised that countries should
consider extending the benefit of
vaccines to all age groups.

An opportunity in hand

The COVID-19 vaccination drive

has drawn our attention to the

possibilities of adult vaccination,

which should be used effectively.
The initiatives should be taken

to educate public, health-care pro-

viders and members of profession-
al associations about currently
available vaccines for adult age
groups. This can help people to
make an informed choice and
healthcare providers to share in-
formation with citizens. Various
training programmes and grad-
uate and postgraduate teaching
curricula should be revised to
have content on adult vaccination.

The current discourse should
be used to plan and develop a na-
tional adult vaccination strategy
and road map for India. It can be
done through a few coordinated
efforts.

The steps to take

First, the mandate of NTAGI needs
to be expanded to adult vaccina-
tion. NTAGI may start with a re-
view of available scientific evi-
dence and providing
recommendations on adult vacci-
nation in India. These recommen-
dations can be regularly revisited
and revised once additional data
become available. A NTAGI sub-
group on adult vaccination can al-
so be constituted to facilitate the
process.

Second, the VPD surveillance
system and the capacity to record,
report and analyse data on the dis-
ease burden and immunisation
coverage need to be strengthened.
The focus has to be on analysing
immunisation coverage and VPD
surveillance data by age and other
related stratifiers.

Third, the capacity of research
and academic institutions to con-
duct operational research includ-
ing the cost benefit analysis and to
guide evidence-informed deci-
sions needs to be boosted. Such
analysis and evidence can be used
by NTAGI in decision making
processes.

Fourth, the process for develop-
ing and drafting a road map, possi-
bly India’s national adult vaccina-
tion policy and strategy should be
initiated. Any such policy should
factor-in the learnings and lessons

from the ongoing COVID-19 vacci-
nation drive as well. In fact, policy
questions in need of the answers
should be identified now, and the
process to generate evidence start-
ed. Otherwise, we may be at risk of
asking policy questions 10 years
down the line which can be an-
swered in a few years from now.

Fifth, on a more operational le-
vel, the shortage of life-saving ra-
bies vaccine in India in 2019 is a re-
minder of the risk and
vulnerability in vaccine supply. To
ensure vaccine security and be fu-
ture ready for adult vaccination,
the existing public sector vaccine
manufacturing units in India
should be revived and more need
to be set up.

Vaccination policy for adults
The childhood vaccination pro-
gramme is amongst the best per-
forming government health pro-
grammes in India. In COVID-19
vaccination, it was the govern-
ment facilities which have deli-
vered 93%- 95% of total vaccine
shots. The COVID-19 vaccination is
a reminder that the benefits of al-
ready licensed vaccines are yet to
reach the adult population. It is an
opportunity for health policy mak-
ers in India to institutionalise me-
chanisms to examine the need,
take policy decisions on adult vac-
cination and empower adult citi-
zens to make informed choices on
whether they wish to get currently
available vaccines. It is time to
plan for and expand the benefits of
vaccines, for all age groups as part
of the Universal Immunization
Programme Plus in India. Drafting
and developing a national adult
vaccination policy and strategy for
India could be one such concrete
step in this direction.

Chandrakant Lahariya, a
physician-epidemiologist, is a vaccines
and health systems specialist. His
forthcoming book is ‘The Lighthouse of
Peeragarhi: What We Need To Prevent
Diseases And Protect Health’
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witnesses before a judicial magistrate, certifying the Court on probe that the inhuman main accused wields. principally due to poor underground sewerage online, scan the QR code
electronic evidence available so far, and piecing togeth- In view of the murderous murderers are given THARCIUS S. FERNANDO, stormwater drainage which ~ meant for households
’ attack on the hapless exemplary punishment Chennai gets clogged because there poses problems during incessant heavy drizzle can

er the evidence to make a strong case for the prosecu-
tion may be a time-consuming job, but what is expected
of the State police is not a herculean task. There can be
no excuse for allowing the fairness of the probe to come
under a shadow of doubt.

farmers and the violence
that erupted subsequently
at Lakhmipur-Kheri, it is be.
paramount on the part of
the investigating agencies to
act with conscience and see

This becomes very
important in view of the
clout and influence the

without falling victim to the
dictates of the powers that

Cities and flooding
Every Indian city with a
dense population faces the
risk of getting inundated
with rainwater. This is

is no periodical cleaning. If
open drainage is no longer

permissible, the

government of the day must
ensure that no waste gets
accumulated. Even the

If one heavy shower
overnight followed by

»

‘non-monsoon’ months. In
fact, there is no inspection
of the drainage system by

the authorities concerned.

throw life out of gear, we
need the expertise of a
foreign expert to set things
right!

V. LAKSHMANAN,

Tirupur, Tamil Nadu
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