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B Focus is on minimising mortality rate by improving
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TE BY IMPROVI
MEDICAL CAPACITY

ttar Pradesh Chief Minister

Yogi Adityanath may have
his reasons to claim that the
coronavirus can be cured by
eating cow dung cake, practising
yoga, and giving up all worldly
pleasures. But Kerala’s Health
Minister K.K.Shylaja, who set a
model for the rest of the world by
successfully handling India’s first
three corona virus-positive cases
backed by a rigid protocol which
included a 28-day quarantine, has

a piece of humble advice to the
monk who heads the country’s
largest state which is now gripped
by extreme corona panic.

“Fighting an epidemic like
COVID-19 requires scientific
temper, humanism, and a spirit for
inquiry and reform. Superstition,
credulity, emotionalism, and
irrationalism will derail the
whole process by dispiriting and
discouraging the experts and
health activists who attempt hard

to resolve the threat scientifically.
In Kerala, we have initiated
stringent police action against
those who attempted to spread
stupidity in the face of virus
scare. That was one of the main
reasons why Kerala made some
early advantages in checking the
spreading of the virus,” said the
school teacher turned CPI (M)
politician in an interaction with
Huff Post India.
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(13 | am a first time minister

with very little exposure to
the field of medical science. My
relationship with hospitals hitherto
remained just as a patientand a
political activist who organized
protests demanding better
treatment facilities for the poor.
But being a school teacher who
taught Chemistry and Physics for
a long period of time and a trusted
cadre of India’s left movement
which always upheld scientific
temper and reasoning, | strictly
followed scientists and experts

than those who eulogize on the
imagined benefits of cow dung and
cow urine,” said the Kerala Health
Minister, who won worldwide
attention for effectively containing
two consecutive instances of
Nipah virus spread in the state

in the recent past apart from the
present situation of the pandemic
of COVID-19.

“Ministers and politicians may
not be subject experts even on the
portfolios being allocated to them.
But you can make a difference by
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keeping your eyes and ears open.
You can read a lot on Corona on the
internet. The latest information can
be accessed. | am using late-night
hours to read such articles than
going behind the superstitious
claims of India’s Hindutva right.
The only requirement for you is

the ability to grasp,” said Shailaja,
the 63-year-old left leader from
Mattannur in the district of Kannur.

“It is my advice to Yogi Adityanath
and Arvind Kejriwal, the two

chief ministers dealing with the
maximum number of suspected
corona cases. Ensure that the
whole administrative set up is
keeping reason and science above
superstition. Facilitate better
coordination among scientists,
experts, doctors with proven
capabilities, and public health
specialists. Don’t hide or suppress
anything from the people. There
must be extreme transparency and
accountability in the interventions
and any official attempt to
manipulate the data would
backfire,” she said.

“It was by chance | noticed some
news articles from Wuhan in China
which spoke of the emergence of
coronavirus. It was the initial phase
and there was not much scare even
in China. But | just thought of the
possibility of Keralite youngsters
who study for medicine and
engineering in Wuhan getting
affected with the disease and them
returning to Kerala causing its
spread here. Immediately | rang

up the Kerala Health secretary

and shared my concern. The
reason might be our two recent
consecutive fights against the
Nipah virus outbreak. That was the
beginning,” said the minister.

With the health secretary finding
the minister’s concern valid, the
state has initiated its massive drive
targeting corona. It has developed a
strong chain of command, starting
from the top health department
officials inThiruvananthapuram to
the field workers.

“The war against corona in Kerala



35

is not over. We were able to contain
the threat but not in a position

to say we are completely safe.

We are keeping a strict vigil on
airports, hotels, and tourist centers.
Students who return home from
abroad are being scanned,” said
the minister, who conducts review
meetings daily.

The three positive cases reported in
the state were all medical students
from Wuhan and they hailed from
Alapuzha, Thrissur, and Kasaragod
districts. Now, they have been
discharged from hospitals and
none of them are under home
quarantine. And all of them are
grateful to the state government
and the minister for ensuring them
the best available care.

“I was shifted to the government
medical college hospital in Thrissur
on January 31, Minister Shailaja
visited me at the isolation ward
and consoled me and it was a great
relief. When teachers started giving
online classes from Wuhan, | was
able to connect because the ward
had all facilities including a wifi
connection. | got whatever | wanted
to eat. | ate a lot of biriyanis,” said
one among the three positive
students in a recent media
interview that went viral.

According to Shailaja, Kerala is
fully equipped to deal with the
coronavirus threat based on the
strict protocol set out by the Indian
Council of Medical Research and
the National Institute of Virology.

“The two Nipah outbreaks have
given us a sense of direction. Our
officials had traced those who
returned to Kerala from infected
areas and isolated them even if
they had minor symptoms. Some
others were home quarantined.
Trained health workers were
deployed to assist them. It all was
a team effort. Luckily, Kerala has
a team of duty-bound officials
and experts who managed the
situation with extreme dedication
and courage,” she said. Among the
Indian states,

Kerala is the only one which

strictly mandates 28 days of home
quarantine for those returning from
COVID-19 countries, while it is 14
days at the national level.

“Many people advised me against
visiting the patients in isolated
wards. But | took itup as a
responsibility. All precautions have
been taken but the collective will
and determination finally started
reaping dividends. Patients, their
families, and civil society have
cooperated with us in the fight. The
opposition parties also extended
full support,” she said.

Based on the advice of virology
experts, the state had prepared
very specific instructions to deal
with each suspected case. Matrices
were prepared in a way giving clear
guidelines to deal with every single
situation which would arise.

Till this report is getting filed,
4,782 people were brought

under surveillance at isolation
wards in hospitals and home
quarantine. There is an extra
effort on the part of authorities

to alleviate anxiety, stigma, and
frustration persisting among those
who returning from China and
affected nations. When the issue
of students and professionals
with China connection faced
public humiliation and stigma,the
government had launched a
mass media campaign carrying
motivational messages and
psychological support. A dozen
persons have been arrested with
stringent charges for spreading
rumours and superstition related to
the disease.

“With the police started acting
tough against those who spread
false information like cow dung can
cure corona, vested interests have
got a clear grasp that we would
not tolerate their gimmicks. That
helped a lot,” said the minister.
Atotal of 215 trained experts are
deployed in the state for ensuring
tele-counselling services to those
who feel they are infected with the
virus.

“In the initial days after taking
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charge as a minister, lack of
expertise was an issue for me.
But | gained a clear grasp with
the help of the officials. Now |

am maintaining direct links with
different ranks of officials in the
department without considering
protocol. Any staff can call me
any time to share any grievance,
‘said the minister. At her office,
there is a twenty-member team
that constantly follows the global
corona situation. Empathy and
transparency are my investments in
this field,” she said.

“We have just started an

institute of virology studies in
Thiruvananthapuram and there

is a renewed focus on evolving

a long-term action plan that can
effectively address any virus scare
of the future. Other than viruses,

I am always concerned about
keeping aloft Kerala’s hard earned
gains in the field of public health.
Our government hospitals are a
model for the whole country as
they match with private ones in
terms of facilities, expertise, and
infrastructure. Health continues to
be inexpensive in Kerala,” she said.

UK magazine ‘Prospect’ identified
Kerala Health Minister K K Shailaja
as the world’s top thinker for the
Covid-19 era but the school teacher
turned Communist politician from
Kannur in Kerala does not think
she is doing anything unusual. The
recognition of course is inspiring
but she gives credit for the success
in handling the pandemic to

the hundreds of frontline health
workers in the state who have
made Kerala a model to emulate in
the public health sector.

“I'am happy that the state
continues to be an inspiration in
the management of coronavirus
pandemic at the international
level. We have a strong public
healthcare system built over the
years and enriched by different
socio-political organisations and
successive governments. Our
doctors and health workers are
extremely dedicated and we are
ensuring strong public scrutiny
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of our actions. | am dedicating
this achievement to all those who
contribute to the state’s public
health achievements. We will
continue the fight against the
pandemic in all possible ways
ensuring public involvement and
high transparency at each level,”
the Minister said in an interview to
The Citizen.

Interestingly, she has been selected
from a list of 50 personalities
which include Jacinda Ardern,
Prime Minister of New Zealand;
philosopher Cornel West; historian
of slavery Olivette Otele among
others. According to the magazine,
‘she was the right woman in the
right place’

When Covid-19 was still a China
story in January, Shailaja not only
accurately foresaw its inevitable
arrival, but also grasped the
implications,Prospect, recognising
this, has written, “So deft was her
handling of a 2018 outbreak of the
deadly Nipah disease” that was
commemorated in a film, Virus.

She rapidly got the WHO’s full
“test, trace and isolate” drill
implemented in the state, and
bought crucial time by getting a
grip of the airports, and containing
the first cases to arrive on Chinese
flights.

Of course the virus returned, but
there was rigorous surveillance
and quarantine—sometimes in
makeshift structures. The public
messages have been consistent,
and Shailaja follows them to the
letter, with social distancing in all
official meetings (which can go on
until 10pm) and restricting herself
to a Zoom-only relationship with
her grandchildren.”

Other international media
organisations like BBC, The

New York Times, The Guardian
and others in the past have

also expressed appreciation for
Shailaja’s efforts in controlling
the spread of the pandemic in her
state.

“The war against corona in Kerala

is a continuing process. We were
able to make considerable gains
but are not in a position to say we
are completely safe. Our people
are travelling across the globe
and many who worked outside
have returned to the state during
the lockdown. The challenges
are enormous as cases are Now
increasing. But we are extremely
vigilant and confident about the
results to be achieved,” she said.

When asked about the increasing
cases in the state and the
challenges posed by the situation,
Shailaja said the government has
a clear grasp of the the emerging
threat and is continuously
attempting to balance the
questions of lives and livelihoods.

“We never said we achieved
ultimate victory over the virus
threat. From the beginning of May,
the state has witnessed a surge

in COVID-19 cases. At another
level, we have to protect lives in a
way that will not affect livelihood
concerns. Many Keralites have
returned from abroad and other
states in the last two months

and we have taken all possible
steps to detect virus carriers
among them and to ensure them
further treatment. Surveillance
steps are already on to avert
maximum instances of community
transmission,” she said.

“Individual-level vigilance and
cooperation with the government
is a necessity. At present, over
22,000 tests are happening at 84
laboratories across the state. Nine
more labs would be started in the
government sector soon. The state
currently has 8,704 beds to treat
COVID-19 patients. Over 30,500
beds will be ready within a few
days. We have now involved private
hospitals in the fight and the tariff
fixed for them is the lowest in the
country. Critics often forget the fact
that the state still has the lowest
mortality rate in the country: 0.32,”
she explained.

Based on the advice of virology
experts, the state has prepared
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very specific instructions to deal
with each suspected case. Matrices
were prepared in a way giving clear
guidelines to deal with every single
situation which would arise.

“With the police starting to act
tough against those who spread
false information like cow dung can
cure corona, vested interests have
got a clear grasp that we would
not tolerate their gimmicks. That
helped a lot,” the minister said.
Atotal of 215 trained experts are
deployed in the state for ensuring
tele-counselling services to those
who feel they are infected with the
virus.

In an interview with K A Shaji, K

K Shailaja, the Minister of Health
and Social Justice in Kerala

about the state’s response to the
second wave observed that the
second wave occurred because of
demographic and epidemiological
reasons. Despite all our limitations,
Kerala government has been able
to keep casualties low due to
sustained, planned and targeted
interventions. Though there was a
spike in the last week of October,
now there is a downward trend.
There are days in which recoveries
outsmart new cases. We are doing
whatever possible on the part of
the government and its dedicated
frontline health workers.

When asked if the celebrated
Kerala model suffers setbacks, the
minister explains the situation.We
never created any false projections
out of our achievements. Global
health experts and international
media have praised Kerala because
of the early interventions and the
coordination of doctors and health
workers to address the pandemic
threat effectively and scientifically.
Even now, we are explaining

to people both our gains and
inabilities.

When asked whether the
demography responsible for the
second surge, the minister says
that the demographic situation

in Kerala is almost similar to that
of the big metros. The population
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density in Kerala is 856 people

per km2. The national average is
below 500. We are also a state with
a big number of lifestyle diseases,
and hence, we are facing an
epidemiological challenge as well.
Currently our focus is on people
with lifestyle diseases and those
who lack immunity. They are more
prone to the pandemic. The elderly
also require special care and focus.

To the question“has the Onam
festival contributed to the second
spike as alleged by the Union
Health Minister?”, the minister
answered thus:

When the statement of the

Union minister created national
headlines, | contacted him for
clarity. He explained that the
comment was made as a warning
to other states which went into
similar modes of festivities. Both
the centre and the state are
coordinating in the fight against the
pandemic and we have a common
cause. Onam is Kerala’s biggest
festival and we ensured limited
relaxations on that occasion. But
people violated the protocol at
places contributing to the recent
spike. The state has also witnessed
several political protests in the
recent days and they too might
have contributed to the spike. The
return of migrants from other parts
of the state and abroad also had
contributed to the situation.

When asked to brief the areas of
focus in the given situation, she
says that focus is on minimising
the mortality rate by improving
medical capacity. The state is
preparing to handle up to 15,000
new cases every day. The ventilator
occupancy in the state is now at 20
per cent, intensive care unit (ICU)
occupancy at 42 per cent and bed
occupancy at 50 per cent now.

We are committed to increasing
such facilities. Kerala’s daily test
positivity rate is at over 14.19 per
cent, more than three times the
national average. We have to keep
in mind that as well.

On asked if she is you optimistic

about Kerala’s flattening the
pandemic in the second phase, the
minister

We are hopeful of better results as
the case pool has started coming
down in the days since November
1. People need to remain careful

at least till November-end.
Prohibitory orders are in place. The
government is focusing more on
measures to prevent the spread of
the disease.

Courtesy: Extracts from interactions with
the Health Minister, Govt. of Kerala, Smt.
K.K. Shylaja Teacher and K.A. Shaji
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