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SEEMA PRASAD

N MAY 5, 2023, the World Health Organization (wrro) fo.rnally announced
that the novel coronavirus or covrD-I9 outbreak was no longer a public
health emergency of international concern. wlro's decision-which came
after careful deliberations by the global health body and the International
Health Regulations Emergency Committee for cor,ro-19-places the viral
disease in the list of other endemic respiratory illnesses. The disease has

nowbeen integrated into regular respiratory disease surveillance networks worldwide. In other
u'orcls, ctxtD-l9 urat-have cntered into an era of endemicitl., car-rsing occasionnl surges arncl
$'arriLlrting public health surveillance, but with a markecl dccreeLse in sn,erih,, of diseasc.

crlvro-19's cl'oh-ttion iuto atr cndemic cliseasc u.as cr.iclencecl througho tt 2O2!].'I'hc t.ear sarv
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its share of surge in infections and emergence of new variants of the sARS-cov-2 virus that
causes covrD-19. utro identified three variants ofinterest (vors, or variants that have a grorvth
advantage over other circulating variants in more than one wno region, with inci"easing
relative prevalence aiongside an increasing number of cases over time) tiiat led to an uptick ii
cases' But, none ofthem caused the "waves" seen in the past feu'years ofthe panclemic, such
as those due to the C)micron (8.1.I.52g) or the Delta (g.r.OrZ.zj rru.iants. These variants of
interest-xes'1.16, EG.5 and JN.1-emerged ftom the sublineages of the omicron variant of
the virus.

Wcming severEty of d8seese
Thexns.l.l6variantwasidentifiedinJanuary 2o2B,andbyAprll2o2l,\\,Honoteditspresence
in 33 countries. Howe-ver, "no changes in severif have been reported in countries where
xes'1'16 are reported to be circulating. In India and Indonesia, there has been a slight increase
in bed occupancy numbers. However, the levels are much lower than seen in previous variant
waves," the global health agency noted in its "xsn.1.r6 Initial Risk Assessment,, released onApil 17.2023.

The latest variant of interest JN.I, a descen<lant of the 8,{.2.86 lineage of Omicron, has
also showed a wider spread. Since its likely emergence in Lu_xembourg in August 2028, JN.I
has spread to 4'1 countries, including India. But expefts note that JN.l does not appear to
greatly threaten public health. "Based on the information we have,

ilj,Ii'ffil-:ll#,:il;::i:'jJil:l:,::,H,ili1,*:H:f;: wHo identiried three variants or
:l{:"|}*"ra paediatrician at Fortis Hospital in Delhi and the interest in 2O23-XBB.I.\O, EG.s
cnrer or the sARS_cov_2 Genomics Consortium 

lysecol;, yhictr. and JN.l_Of thg SARS-GOV-2studies and monitors genome sequencing and r,rnls variation of
co'rD-lg strains in rndia. virus that led to an uptick in

JN.I appeared to have led to an increase in cases towarcls the GaSgS. BUt, nOng Of thgm GaUSgd
f"l.**: ilI;11'"T,?HX-"jffi1:I;;il:TT*;?:;X1 ir," .*"ues, seen in the past rew
increase in caseload compared to the previous 2g-dayperiod, ygars of thg pandemic
accordingto utto's cor,,ro-Ig epidemiological update on December
22, 2023. Indonesia led the region with 3,2Jb cases, followed by India (8,241 cases) and
Thailand (z,rzo cases). India logged an increase by a" s2o pe, cent during this period as
compared to the previous 2g days, according to wHo. ',The one difference [between JN.r
and xeu,1,16] is despite a fast growth trajectory, the xen.1.16 remained confined to few
countries and states. Whereas JN.1 lools like it causes more widespread infections in different
geographical locations simultaneously," said a post on social media platform X (formerly
Twitter) by vipin M vashishtha, a paediatrician {iom Mangala Hospital in Bijnor, Uttar
Pradesh, and a member of wuo's Vaccine Safew Net, a gtobJ network of websites u.orking
on information related to vaccine safety.

EG'5, another variant of interest reported in India in December. A clescendant of the
omicron lineage xB8.I.9.2, EG.5 was first identified in February. By August, it had been
reported in 51 countries. As of November 20,2025,1Og,911 sequences of EG.5 and its
descendant lineages were been submitted to The Global Initiative on sharing AII Influenza
Data, liom 98 countries. wHo notes that ets a result of E,G.5, covrD_lg hospital admissions in
the US rose by 40 per cent liom June and in Englancl /6 per cent from July 21 to August 4,.
However, it says that this surge did not compare to the proportion to the cases of the first and
second waves of the pandemic.

"covrn-1$ is endemic, and u.ill continue to rise with all kinds of mutations. There is a
constant struggle between the virus to survive and the population to prevent severe disease,
but in the process, the virus also loses its virulence and ferociousrr"., o,r". time,,,says Arora.
He notes that this is the case in India; with mild disease, the population continues to harbour
the virus, hence it survives. It is a natural phenomenon that also occurred after the influenza
pandemic in 7g78 -22, he says.
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BUMPS IN FIXING PANDEMIC TREATY
Dispule over intellectuol property rights, occess qnd benefit-shoring mor progress on globol occord
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lN MAY 2024,1he world is set to get 0 new ogreement

to oid the globol flght ogoinst future pondemics,The
"Pondemic prevention, preporedness 0nd response

occord", o proposed internotionol ogreement, oims to

help notionol, regionol ond globol outhorities improve

resilience to diseose outbreoks. However, despite two yeors

of negoliotions to decide the instrument, countries hove

been unoble to reoch 0 consensus on issues of intellectuol
properly rights ond occess 0nd benefit-shoring.

The need for o pondemic ireoty wos highlighted in
2021 , omid the mommolh loss of life ond disruption of

normolcy during the COVID-l 9 pondemic, The World Heolth

Assembly, the decision-moking body of the World Heollh

0rgonizotion (WHO), held o session in December 202.|

to set up on lntergovernmentol Negotioiing Body (lNB)

comprising oll its member-countries, ossociote members

ond regionol economic integrotion orgonisotions to droft

this ogreement,Through this treoty,WHO 0ims to ensure

o more level ploying fleld in occess to the tools needed

to prevent pondemics !ike voccines, personol protective

equipmenl, informotion ond expertise, ond occess to

heolthcore for oll people.The treoty is plonned to come into

force in Moy 2024,ofler INB submits its droft ot lheTTth

World Heolth Assembly.

INB hos so for hod seven deliberotive sessions between

Februory 2022 and December 2023, with o droft occord

shored in October 30,2023 before the seventh meeting.

However, there ore two contentious issues on equitoble

voccine distribution thot hinder progress,The first is on

intellectuol property righls,The October droft mirrors o

proposol put forword in 2020 by 1 00 countries to the World

Trode Orgonizolion (\AII0), to issue o woiver for intellectuol
properly rights on COVID-I9 voccines ond ontivirols for ot

leost three yeors,The proposol, led by lndio ond South Africo,

wos rejected ot WTO.The occord droft recognises thoi lhe

"protection of intellectuol property rights is imporlont for the

developmenl of new medicol products, ond recolled thol
intellecluol properly righls do not, ond should nol, prevent

lVlember Stotes from toking meosures to protect public

heollh". lt furlher recognises concerns obout the effects

of intellectuol property righls on prices."Underscoring the

importonce of promoting the eorly, sofe, lronsporent ond

ropid shoring of somples ond genetic sequence doto of
pothogens with pondemic poteniiol," the droft reod,

Article I I of the droft document olso osks members to

moke use of the flexibilities provided in WTO s Agreement

on Trode-Reloled Aspects of lnlellectuol Property Rights

(TRIPS) thot ollows countries to develop noiionol policies

ond condilions 10 support the development ond occess to
phormoceuticol products,

ln o written submission lo INB on November 10,2023,
during the seventh negotiotion session,WTO osked for more

clorily on the generol term "woivers of intelleciuol property

rights". Further occording Io Swissinfo.ch, o bronch of the

Swiss Broodcosting Corporotion, developed notions such

os the US, Switzerlond ond the EU member-notions do not

fovour o reloxotion in intellectuol properly rights,

Article I0 of the occord droft colls on Porties to

estoblish o mulllloterol system for occess ond benefit

shoring, under the Pothogen Access ond Benefit-Shoring

System (PABS). lt proposes encouroging monufocturers from

developed countries to colloborote with monufocturers from

developing countries through WH0 initiotives to tronsfer

technology ond know-how; ond tiered pricing or other

cost-reloled orrongements, such os no loss/no profit loss

orrongemenls, for purchose of pondemic-reloted products,

This provision too, hos sporked debotes omong

developed ond developing counkies, occording to medio

reports, The two poinls ore likely 1o be negotioted further

before the pondemic occord con be finolised,

Public health specialist Chandrakant Lahariya suggests that in India, covro-Ig had
already reached the endemic stage in 2022. The slow uptick in the number of casesiustifies
the disease's endemic status i n 2022 arrd 2023 . According to data with wn o ,by March 2022,
India reported.43,o79,453 confirmed coronavirus cases, which increased 5 per cent increase
to 45,OO1,J64 by November 3O, 2023.

According to Lahariya, to understand if a disease has become endemic, one should
consider its socio-economic impact in a short period. As of August 2022, risk of social
fisruption caused by fear and panic as a consequence of covrn were deemed minimal due to
a better understanding of the disease, he says. Moreover, by 2022, some 58.8 per cent of the
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population had received two doses ofthe vaccine, and 7o per cent

had received at least one dose, and most restrictions were lifted,
indicating endemicity.

Nevertheless, wuo warns countries against letting down their
guard. "The risk remains of newvariarrts emerging that cause new

surges in cases and deaths. The worst thing any country could

do now is to use this news as a reason to let dornrr its guard, to
dismantle the systems it has built, or to send the message to its
people that covrD-1$ is nothing to worry about," wno Director-
General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said on May 5, 2023,

while declaring that cor,'ro-l9 is no longer being a public health

emergenry of concern.

With GOVID-I9 related initiatives
and policies now transitioning to
long-term efforts, WHO advises
reassessment of systems to share
information on surveillance,
testing, sequencing, burden
metrics and vaeeination coverage

WHO cqlls for long-lerm focus
Even as the world identifies newer covrD-19 variants and gauges its endemic status,

w11o on September 4,2023, released a document outlining an emergency response to

long-term covrD-lg disease management. The document highlights assessment of
immunity in the population as a result of vaccination and/or infection, vaccination

coverage among the highest-risk groups, and the capability to respond to any resurgence

due to sens-cov-2 variants.
With covro-19 related initiatives and policies now transitioning to long-term efforts,

the document advises reassessment of systems to share infomation on surveillance, testing,

sequencing, burden metrics and vaccination coverage among stakeholders, along with
sustained public health programmes. The global health body had, in April 2O2O, provided

support for setting up of the Access to covro-I9 Tools (ecr) Accelerator partnership, a

collaboratiotr ofgovernments, business, civil society and global agencies that helps coordinate

the fight against the disease worldwide. ect-Accelerator was activated in October 2022, to

support countries in their transition to long-term covlD-Ig control' It had supplied /5 per

cent of the vaccines given to low-income countries through covAx, a worldwide initiative

aimed at equitable access to covro-19 vaccines, directed by can'r vaccine alliance, the Coalition

for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (cnrr), wrro and uNrcer'
rmro also reeommends that countries continue enhanced surveillance and conduct special

studies to monitor sans-cov-2 infection in high-risk groups, characterise newvariants and

aspects oftheir severity, transmissibility and immune escape. It calls for studying the impact of
counterrrreasures and better understanding oflong col'ro, a term used that refers to persisting

sl,rnptoms long after a person has contracted the infection.
It also suggests that govemments around the world integrate surveillance for sens-cov-Z

and influenza, by enhancing the Global Influenza Surveillance and Response Systems, and use

other surveilla.nce models to keep a track of known sens-cov-2 variants and identifi, new ones.

It has recommended using these systems to also better understand the relative co-circulation

of respiratory viruses like the influenza vims, respiratory spcytial virus (nsv), Middle East

respiratory ry,ndrome coronavirus (unns-cov) and other viruses and come out with suitable

response measures. I
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