
KOLKATA: Millions voted in the final phase of a
marathon election in India’s West Bengal yesterday,
despite a record-breaking spike in COVID-19 infec-
tions and deaths that has devastated the country.
Long queues of voters appeared outside polling
booths as temperatures soared.  Many in rural parts
of the state failed to observe social distancing rules,
with some wearing masks but others hanging them
loosely on their chins or from their ears.

Sporadic violence was reported from several
constituencies, with crude bombs thrown and vehi-
cles damaged. Thousands have been killed in political
violence in West Bengal over the decades, and this
year’s polls-held in eight phases over the course of a
month-have also triggered deadly clashes between
rival parties.

Winning power in the state of 90 million would
be a major victory for Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s Bharatiya Janata Party, which is seeking to
end a decade of rule by the state’s firebrand leader
Mamata Banerjee. Nearly 8.5 million people are eli-
gible to vote in the eighth phase of polling in the
state. Results will be released on May 2.

“In line with the COVID-19 protocols, I call upon
people to cast their vote and enrich the festival of
democracy,” Modi tweeted yesterday.

Packed election rallies attended by mostly mask-
less crowds including in the restive eastern state,
along with huge religious festivals, have been blamed
for India’s surge in cases over the past few weeks.
Before and since voting kicked off in late March, the
Indian leader, along with Banerjee and other minor
parties, held numerous rallies before cutting back as
virus cases grew.

Major cities such as the capital New Delhi and fi-
nancial hub Mumbai have borne the brunt of the re-
cent surge, but infections are also rising fast in West
Bengal and its capital Kolkata. “One of the two per-
sons undergoing RT-PCR tests in Kolkata and its
suburbs is turning out to be positive,” Kolkata Mu-
nicipal Corporation’s chief administrator, Firhad
Hakim, told AFP.

“Hospitals are running out of beds. Bodies are also
piling high at crematoriums,” he said, adding that bur-
ial plots were running out and authorities were
searching for new sites. Just over 17,000 new infec-
tions were recorded by the state’s health department
on Wednesday, while almost 55,000 tests were car-
ried out on the same day. Nearly 30 million voters are
also expected to take part in village elections yester-
day in India’s most-populous state Uttar Pradesh,
which has been badly hit by the virus. —AFP 

India’s oxygen 
crisis: Why is there 
a deadly crunch?
NEW DELHI: A devastating surge in coronavirus
infections has exposed India’s dilapidated health in-
frastructure and a deep shortage of oxygen-a key
treatment for seriously ill COVID-19 patients. AFP
looks at the reasons behind the shortage:

Why is medical oxygen vital? 
Oxygen therapy is crucial for severe COVID-19

patients with hypoxaemia-when oxygen levels in the
blood are too low. “Some clinical studies show that
up to a quarter of hospitalized (COVID-19) patients
require oxygen therapy and upwards to two-thirds
of those in intensive care units,” community health
specialist Rajib Dasgupta told AFP. “This is why it is
imperative to fix oxygen supply systems in hospital
settings as this is a disease that affects lungs prima-
rily.” Experts have long raised the alarm about short-
ages of medical oxygen in India and other poor
countries to treat pneumonia, the world’s biggest
preventable infectious killer of children under five.
But the government has for years failed to invest
enough money into such infrastructure, experts say.

Does India produce enough oxygen? 
The short answer: yes.
Experts say the vast nation of 1.3 billion people is

producing enough oxygen-just over 7,000 tons a
day. Most is for industrial use, but can be diverted for
medical purposes. The bottlenecks are in transport
and storage. Liquid oxygen at very low temperatures
has to be transported in cryogenic tankers to distrib-
utors, which then convert it into gas for filling cylin-

ders. But India is short of cryogenic tankers. And
such special tankers, when filled, have to be trans-
ported by road and not by air for safety reasons.
Most oxygen producers are in India’s east, while the
soaring demand has been in cities including financial
hub Mumbai in the west and the capital Delhi in the
north. “The supply chain has to be tweaked to move
medical oxygen from certain regions which have ex-
cess supply to regions which need more supply,” the
head of one of India’s biggest medical oxygen sup-
pliers Inox Air Products, Siddharth Jain, told AFP.

Meanwhile, many hospitals do not have on-site
oxygen plants, often because of poor infrastructure,
a lack of expertise and high costs. Late last year,
India issued tenders for on-site oxygen plants for
hospitals. But the plans were never actioned, local
media report.
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Millions vote in final phase 
of marathon India election

KOLKATA: Voters queue up to cast their ballot during the final phase of West Bengal’s state legislative
assembly elections in Kolkata yesterday. — AFP

Many voters in rural parts of W Bengal fail to observe social distancing rules

India COVID deaths 
surge again, more 
global aid flown in
KOLKATA: India’s coronavirus disaster deepened
yesterday with its daily death toll climbing above
3,600, as more international aid was flown in with
the United States sending nearly one million test
kits. The United States and several European na-
tions have started to ease restrictions this week fol-
lowing successful vaccination campaigns, but the
pandemic continues to worsen in many parts of the
world. Among the most devastating of those waves
is in India, where the death and infection rates have
been rising exponentially throughout April.

Yesterday, India reported 3,645 deaths over the
past 24 hours, while confirmed new cases were a
global record at more than 379,000. The official
numbers are widely believed to be far lower than
the reality. The pandemic has claimed at least 3.1
million lives around the world, with India account-
ing for more than 200,000 fatalities.

In many Indian cities, hospitals are running out
of beds as relatives of the sick crowd outside phar-
macies and suppliers for medicines and oxygen
cylinders. “We rushed to multiple hospitals, but
were denied admission everywhere,” said the son
of an 84-year-old woman who died at home this
week after a desperate search for a hospital bed
and oxygen in Kolkata, capital of West Bengal
state. The spiking body count has also over-
whelmed crematoriums and graveyards, and
caused a shortage of wood for funeral pyres. The
Indian government will open vaccinations to all
adults from Saturday. It had previously limited

shots to the over-45s and certain other groups.
Several states have warned, however, that they do
not have sufficient vaccine stocks and the ex-
panded rollout is threatened by administrative
bickering, confusion over prices and technical
glitches on the government’s digital vaccine plat-
form. Many nations have rushed to help India, in-
cluding the United States which on Wednesday
announced it was sending more than $100 million
in supplies.

A first US military flight, carrying 960,000
rapid tests and 100,000 face masks for frontline
health workers, was due to arrive yesterday. The
World Health Organization has said the virus vari-
ant feared to be contributing to the catastrophe in
India has now been found in more than a dozen
countries.  But the body stopped short of saying it
is more transmissible, more deadly or able to dodge
vaccines. Ugur Sahin, the co-founder of vaccine
developer and Pfizer partner BioNTech, said he
was confident his company’s shot works against
that variant. 

In the United States, President Joe Biden on
Wednesday hailed his nation’s inoculation program
as one of “the greatest logistical achievements” in
American history. More than 234 million doses had
been administered by Wednesday in the United
States, according to the Centers for Disease Con-
trol. The rollout has boosted hopes that the world’s
biggest economy is primed for recovery.

Countries are looking to do the same in Europe,
where more than 50 million known infections have
been logged since the start of the pandemic, ac-
cording to an AFP tally of official data Wednesday.
The Netherlands on Wednesday ended a curfew
and eased restrictions on outdoor bars and ter-
races. It followed similar moves in Italy, Portugal
and Switzerland. France is hoping to join the trend
and ease more restrictions this month.—AFP

MUMBAI: Local resident Shahnawaz Shaikh, who
sold his SUV car to raise funds in order to start
free service to provide oxygen cylinders to the
needy people, checks the pressure of an oxygen
cylinder at a distribution center in a slum in
Mumbai. — AFP


