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STAYING ALERT: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON
MONITORING NON-COVID-19 DISEASES

Relevant for: Developmental Issues | Topic: Health & Sanitation and related issues

The Integrated Disease Surveillance Programme (IDSP), the backbone of India’s disease
monitoring network, is responsible for alerting the Centre and the wider world, on a weekly
basis, about the emergence of disease outbreaks, a surge in novel pathogens, the rate of
spread and remedial action taken. On average, there are 30-40 such alerts. However, the
advent of COVID-19 appears to have veiled the country from any other disease. For one, the
latest weekly report available on the IDSP website is from Week 12 (March 16-22). It records a
mere six outbreaks/disease alerts across the country. In the same week last year, there were 17
alerts; in 2018, there were 28; and in 2017, there were 45. In Week 11 this year, there were 28
alerts, 12 of which were for COVID-19 and these corresponded to the 110 cases of the disease
that were reported in that week of March from when the disease escalated.

One way to understand this situation is that once COVID-19 was declared a pandemic and a
lockdown imposed, the IDSP too went into a ‘new normal’. With movement at a standstill,
hospitals shut, and only testing and treatment for COVID-19 available at government healthcare
facilities, the reporting of other diseases suffered. The neglect of other diseases has been
independently borne out, for instance, by a reduction in the notifications of fresh tuberculosis
infections and a general decline in claims under the Ayushman Bharat health insurance scheme.
The other explanation is that akin to a decline in deaths from accidents, the lockdown has
contributed to a decline in transmission of contagious diseases. Many of the outbreaks that are
routinely reported involve pathogens contracted from contaminated water or those airborne that
spread through social interaction. While the reasons for the decline could be deliberated upon,
what is unacceptable is the lack of public updates since March 12. The pandemic has taught the
world that no modelling can quite forecast the spread of disease and an affliction that may seem
under control one week can quickly be threatening the next week. If the country has, as a policy,
decided to ‘unlock’ and restore pre-pandemic routines, then this should also apply to routine
surveillance for other diseases. The IDSP also faces a manpower crunch and, mirroring the
experience of public health facilities in other countries, is trying to recruit in the middle of a
pandemic. It’s debatable how useful this would be to improve COVID-19 surveillance, but it is
essential in improving overall surveillance as well as providing timely updates to the public and
international health agencies. The pandemic needs serious focus, but India cannot afford to
ignore other killers.
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A one-stop-shop for seeing the latest updates, and managing your preferences.

We brief you on the latest and most important developments, three times a day.

*Our Digital Subscription plans do not currently include the e-paper ,crossword, iPhone, iPad
mobile applications and print. Our plans enhance your reading experience.

Dear reader,

We have been keeping you up-to-date with information on the developments in India and the
world that have a bearing on our health and wellbeing, our lives and livelihoods, during these
difficult times. To enable wide dissemination of news that is in public interest, we have increased
the number of articles that can be read free, and extended free trial periods. However, we have
a request for those who can afford to subscribe: please do. As we fight disinformation and
misinformation, and keep apace with the happenings, we need to commit greater resources to
news gathering operations. We promise to deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested
interest and political propaganda.

Dear subscriber,

Thank you!

Your support for our journalism is invaluable. It’s a support for truth and fairness in journalism. It
has helped us keep apace with events and happenings.

The Hindu has always stood for journalism that is in the public interest. At this difficult time, it
becomes even more important that we have access to information that has a bearing on our
health and well-being, our lives, and livelihoods. As a subscriber, you are not only a beneficiary
of our work but also its enabler.

We also reiterate here the promise that our team of reporters, copy editors, fact-checkers,
designers, and photographers will deliver quality journalism that stays away from vested interest
and political propaganda.

Suresh Nambath
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From the abrogation of the special status of Jammu and Kashmir, to the landmark Ayodhya
verdict, 2019 proved to be an eventful year.
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