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BANKING ON SEROLOGY: THE HINDU EDITORIAL ON
SEROPREVALENCE STUDIES
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A recent serology survey that scientists used to estimate the spread of COVID-19 in Mumbai
has found that nearly three in five, or 57% of those tested in slums had been exposed to the
virus and had developed antibodies against it as compared to only 16% of those tested in
residential societies. Results from Delhi’s seroprevalence study, earlier this month, found that
nearly a quarter of the 21,000-odd samples tested had been exposed to the virus and some of
the densest districts had over 20% prevalence. Of the nearly 7,000 tested in Mumbai, nearly
61% were slum-dwellers and the higher prevalence of the virus there showed that — as
expected — those living in the densest urban agglomerations were most likely to have been
infected by it. A large proportion of those in whom antibodies were detected — the numbers
aren’t known — were asymptomatic and this pointed to the fact that the fatality rate in Mumbai
may be “as low as 0.05-0.10 per cent, instead of the existing 5.5 per cent,” as per an estimate
accompanying the results of the survey. Such serological surveys are increasingly being used
by States. Ahmedabad’s civic body conducted one to conclude that only 17% of the city had
been likely exposed to the virus and Tamil Nadu too is in the midst of conducting such a survey.
A dominant theme driving State bodies that commission such surveys is to check for levels of
‘herd immunity’, or if 60%-70% of the population have encountered the infection. The argument
is that this degree of exposure will, akin to a vaccine, also protect the rest of those uninfected.
But given the absence of knowledge about how long antibodies last and the extent to which they
protect from fresh infections, herd immunity isn’t a precise science and not something that ought
to be pursued by a state as a matter of policy.

It is four months since India got its first 100 cases and very early in May, the Indian Council of
Medical Research’s survey had shown that the number of those infected by the virus were many
multiples of those that were being reflected in official confirmed-case statistics. The unrelenting
advance of the virus shows that while it is much less of a killer, in aggregate, than expected, it
spares few from infection. Therefore, in the absence of a reliable vaccine, the vast majority of
people everywhere — irrespective of peaks and ebbs in daily caseloads — continue to be
vulnerable. Serology surveys can at best be crude pointers to chronicle the progress of the
pandemic and not a psychological palliative.
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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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