
 

1 

 

27.04.2021   Tuesday 

 

Unfair and dangerous 

Crux: Vaccine inequity will make containment measures more difficult 

Vaccination for all: 

1. In the midst of a raging second wave, which is touching new peaks each 

passing day, the Central government has abdicated its responsibility to ensure 

vaccine equity through free vaccination for the poor across all age groups.  

2. While State governments were never consulted or given prior notice about the 

change in vaccination policy, giving the two vaccine manufacturers a free 

hand to decide the price at which vaccines will be sold to State governments 

has made universal COVID-19 vaccination a difficult task to achieve.  

3. A large percentage of those aged 18-44 years does not have the resources to 

pay for vaccines and hence will fall through the cracks. So, the States will 

have to take a leading role in the free immunisation programme.  

4. While nearly two dozen states have already committed to vaccinating for free 

the target population, it remains to be seen if they use any criteria to identify 

the beneficiaries.  

5. Never before has universal immunisation of nearly 600 million people been 

left to state governments and the private sector while the Union government 

restricts itself to vaccinating for free just 300 million.  

6. With this precedent, States will probably be required to vaccinate children too, 

when vaccines become available, thus burdening them even further and 

thereby actively promoting vaccine inequity.  

7. If making States pay for vaccines is an ill-conceived idea, forcing them to shell 

out more than what the Union government pays for the same vaccines is a sure 

recipe for exacerbated vaccine inequity.  

8. With vaccination being the only safe way to end the pandemic, undertaking 

any exercise that leaves a large population unprotected will cost the country 

enormously in terms of lives and livelihoods. 

Way Forward: 

There is hence a great compulsion to make pricing more transparent and allow 

States to collectively bargain for a lower price and assured timelines to receive 

supplies.  
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Undermining ‘vaccination for all’ 

Counter intuitive: Just when the spread of COVID-19 has reached catastrophic 

proportions, with the daily case-load rising faster than that seen anywhere in the 

world since the beginning of the novel coronavirus pandemic, the Government of 

India has acted by unveiling a completely revamped vaccine strategy. Two key 

elements are the hallmark of this new strategy,  

1. Vaccination drive has now been extended to the entire adult population, 

namely, to those above 18 years.  

2. Second, and more importantly, significant deregulation of the vaccine market 

has been effected and vaccine manufacturers have the freedom to sell 50% of 

their vaccine production to State governments and private hospitals, and at 

prices that can be substantially higher than that hitherto fixed by the 

government.  

3. A third element of the vaccine strategy, which was not announced formally, is 

a grant of ₹45 billion to the two vaccine manufacturers, the Serum Institute of 

India (SII) and Bharat Biotech, to boost their capacities. 

Handing over the reins 

This issue assumes further significance since the Government of India is well 

aware, as all public authorities around the world are, about the significance of 

vaccinating every citizen in the country; “none of us will be safe until everyone 

is safe”. It is, therefore, vitally important that public health authorities in the 

country take an objective view of the realities of the country before adopting 

strategies for vaccine availability, for this is absolutely critical for resetting lives 

and livelihoods disrupted by the pandemic. Several facts suggest that this has not 

done while rejigging the extant vaccine strategy. 

Onus on States 

1. It is in the face of this vaccine supply crunch that the government has 

announced the new vaccine strategy, by opening vaccination to all adults in 

the country and allowing vaccine producers to sell 50% of their production 

directly to State governments and private hospitals.  

2. The new strategy shifts the onus onto the State governments, which have to 

take decisions regarding free vaccination for people above 18 years, while the 
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central government would continue to support vaccination for people above 

45 years, and healthcare workers and frontline workers.  

3. The government has not fixed the vaccine prices and has allowed the 

producers to pre-declare the prices they would charge from the State 

governments and private hospitals, a sharp departure from the extant strategy. 

4. Thus far, government facilities have provided vaccines free of cost, while 

private facilities are allowed to charge no more than ₹250 per dose. The central 

government played the role of a sole procurement agency that helped in 

driving down prices, thus addressing the issue of affordable access to 

vaccines.  

5. However, the new strategy abandons this mechanism and fragments the 

market into three layers namely, central government procurement, State 

government procurement and private hospitals.  

More open licensing needed 

1. It is somewhat ironic that the new vaccine strategy, which could undermine 

“vaccination for all”, comes from a country that has long championed the 

cause of access to affordable medicines in international forums.  

2. Rather than hand over the reins of price determination to the duopoly in the 

vaccine market, the government should have urgently addressed the serious 

doubts over the affordability of vaccines by ensuring a competitive market for 

vaccines.  

3. According to recent estimates, existing producers in India will be unable to 

meet the country’s vaccine requirements by some distance, and therefore, 

India needs more vaccine manufacturers to ensure uninterrupted supply.  

4. One positive step that the government has taken in this direction is to increase 

the production of Bharat Biotech’s vaccine through the involvement of three 

public sector undertakings, including the Haffkine Institute.  

5. One would argue that there is a need for more open licensing of this vaccine 

to scale up production. This would enhance competition in the market, 

enabling the vaccines to reach every citizen in the country. 
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An idea on taxation that is worth a try 

United States Secretary of the Treasury’s proposal for global coordination of 

corporate taxation has huge implications. She has proposed a global minimum 

tax rate. If the major world economies agree and the U.S. Congress approves the 

increased tax rates, it would constitute a reversal of the trend in tax policies since 

the collapse of the Soviet Bloc 30 years back.  

Context: The initiative which has been long overdue is being forced on the rich 

countries by the impact of the pandemic. Presently, governments need resources 

to help people through the transfer of incomes, the provision of more public 

services and also prevent business failures. But their resources have been 

adversely impacted by the economic downturn. Consequently, fiscal deficits have 

reached record-high levels.  

BEPS and loss of revenue 

The world experienced Base Erosion Profit Shifting (BEPS). Namely, companies 

shifted their profits to low tax jurisdictions, especially, tax havens. For instance, 

many of the most profitable companies like Google and Facebook are accused of 

shifting their profits to Ireland and other tax havens and paying little tax. EU has 

levied fines on Google and Apple for such practices. Former U.S. President 

Barack Obama in 2009 had said that the U.S. was losing $100 billion in taxes due 

to such practices. 

The regressive tax structure 

1. Another implication of the reductions in the direct tax rates has been that 

governments have increasingly depended on the regressive indirect taxes for 

revenue generation.  

2. Value-Added Tax and Goods and Services Tax have been increasingly used 

to get more revenues. This impacts the less well-off proportionately more and 

is inflationary. Direct taxes tend to lower the post-tax income inequality.  

3. The rising inequalities result in a shortage of demand in the economy and its 

slowing down which then requires more investment and that calls for more 

concessions to capital.  

4. However, that does not guarantee revival because investment in response to a 

tax cut is uncertain. Instead, increased government expenditures are sure to 

raise demand. 
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Now that the U.S. is taking the lead, perhaps this will happen even though it will 

not be easy given the clout of global capital in the corridors of power in all 

countries. There will also have to be cooperation among countries to tackle the 

lure of the tax havens by enacting suitable global policies. The impact of all this 

will be far-reaching impacting inequalities, provision of public services and 

reduction of flight of capital from developing countries such as India and that will 

impact poverty. So, a global minimum tax rate is worth a try. 

 


