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Halting the Virus & Responsible
Citizen Behaviour

MORE than half the year has already gone by and the fight to contain the highly contagious novel
coronavirus is far from over. With upwards of 15.5 million infections and more than 6.3 lakh deaths
globally the SARS-CoV-2 virus has shown few signs of abating. India with more than 12.5 lakh
infections and around 30,601 deaths is one of the worst affected countries in the world. Meanwhile,
the World Health Organization (WHO) has warned that the pandemic would get “worse and worse
and worse” if the basics were not followed.

The scientific and research community around the world is working overtime to deliver drugs
and vaccines. While some existing drugs have been repurposed to combat COVID-19, vaccines are
still some way off. Artificial Intelligence and Machine Learning are also among the many tools being
harnessed in the search for drugs. Doctors and hospital workers are risking their lives to save lives.

But the spread and the control of global pandemics of this kind also depend on an enlightened
populace. Slowing the rate of transmission of the highly contagious virus requires conscious and
significant shifts in the behaviour of citizens of the nation. And this requires an effort at understanding
the nature of the virus, the mechanism of spread and an adherence to protocols and guidelines, as put
forward by governments, authorities, and experts.

In India, at several places the lockdown has had to be re-imposed because of outbreak flare-ups
as people started moving out, into markets and offices and other public spaces, ignoring guidelines.
The danger is far from over; the virus has not been contained yet. Physical distancing, wearing masks
and handwashing protocols are as important today as they were three to four months back.

Recent researches have shown that close contact for longer durations could burden you with
sufficient viral load to make you infected. Although open spaces are considered safe, depending on
various atmospheric conditions such as flow of winds and crowding conditions in the vicinity the risk of
infection may be heightened. Therefore, wearing mask and maintaining appropriate physical distances
are recommended even in open spaces. And large gatherings and parties are to be strictly avoided.

Even in enclosed spaces like rooms and offices the presence of more people could release more
virus-carrying vapours simply through the act of talking loudly or even heavy breathing. Generally, 15
minutes or more of unprotected contact with someone less than six feet away could expose you to the
risk of infection. But it may take much less time with a sneeze or a cough nearby. Poorly ventilated
rooms are therefore regarded as risky areas. In his article further down in this issue, Is SARS-CoV-2
Airborne? (Page 22), Dr Shekhar C. Mande, Director General, Council of Scientific and Industrial
Research (CSIR) gives a more detailed explanation of the phenomenon.

Of course, despite all precautions, one may still contract the infection. And so, an awareness
of the possible symptoms (fever, running nose, headache, loss of taste & smell, etc.) and proper
medical guidance are essential along with necessary isolation measures. Above all, citizens also need
to be alert and keep a discerning eye for false information about the virus and unscientific claims of
cures for the infection.

While the scientific and the medical community is doing all it can to combat COVID-19, the
struggle to really halt and eliminate the virus also rests on the shoulders of the aware, enlightened

and responsible populace of the country. Hasan Jawaid Khan
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