
 

SOS messages, panic as virus breaks India's
health system

April 26 2021, by Sheikh Saaliq

  
 

  

Family members of a person who died due to COVID-19 perform the last rites at
a crematorium in Jammu, India, Monday, April 26, 2021. (AP Photo/Channi
Anand)

Dr. Gautam Singh dreads the daily advent of the ventilator beeps,
signaling that oxygen levels are critically low, and hearing his critically
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ill patients start gasping for air in the New Delhi emergency ward where
he works.

Like other doctors across the country, which on Monday set another
record for new coronavirus infections for a fifth day in a row at more
than 350,000, the cardiologist has taken to begging and borrowing
cylinders of oxygen just to keep his most critical patients alive for one
more day.

On Sunday evening, when the oxygen supplies of other nearby hospitals
were also near empty, the desperate 43-year-old took to social media,
posting an impassioned video plea on Twitter.

"Please send oxygen to us," he said with folded hands and a choked
voice. "My patients are dying."

India was initially seen as a success story in weathering the pandemic,
but the virus is now racing through its massive population of nearly 1.4
billion, and systems are beginning to collapse.

SOS messages like the one Singh sent reveal the extent of panic in a
country where infections are hitting new peaks daily.

In addition to oxygen supplies running out, intensive care units are
operating at full capacity and nearly all ventilators are in use. As the
death toll mounts, the night skies in some Indian cities glow from the
funeral pyres, as crematoria are overwhelmed and bodies are burned
outside in the open air.
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Health workers and relatives carry the body of a COVID-19 victim for
cremation in Jammu, India, Monday, April 26, 2021. (AP Photo/Channi Anand)

On Monday, the country reported another 2,812 deaths, with roughly
117 Indians succumbing to the disease every hour—and experts say even
those figures are likely an undercount. The new infections brought
India's total to more than 17.3 million, behind only the United States.

Doctors like Singh are on the front lines, trying to get the supplies they
need to keep their patients alive.

Singh received 20 oxygen cylinders on Monday, only enough to limp the
hospital through the day until the ventilators start sending out their
warning beeps again.
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"I feel helpless because my patients are surviving hour to hour," Singh
said in a telephone interview. "I will beg again and hope someone sends
oxygen that will keep my patients alive for just another day."

As bad as the situation is, experts warn it is likely to get worse.

  
 

  

Family members of a person who died due to COVID-19 light the funeral pyre
at a crematorium in Jammu, India, Monday, April 26, 2021. (AP Photo/Channi
Anand)

Krishna Udayakumar, founding director of the Duke Global Health
Innovation Center at Duke University, said it would be impossible for
the country to keep up with needs over the coming days as things stand.
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"The situation in India is tragic and likely to get worse for some weeks to
months," he said, adding that a "concerted, global effort to help India at
this time of crisis" is desperately needed.

The White House said the U.S. is "working around the clock" to deploy
testing kits, ventilators and personal protective equipment, and it would
seek to provide oxygen supplies as well. It said it would also make
available sources of raw material urgently needed to manufacture
Covishield, the Oxford-AstraZeneca vaccine made by the Serum
Institute of India.

"Just as India sent assistance to the United States as our hospitals were
strained early in the pandemic, we are determined to help India in its
time of need," President Joe Biden said in a tweet.
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One among the countless messages in Twitter calling for help in the face of the
pandemic in India. As staggering numbers of Indian families deal with death and
serious illness amid a devastating virus surge, countless desperate pleas for help
on social media have exposed the collapse of India's already teetering health
system. Social media has become a catalog of frantic people searching for
oxygen cylinders, hospital beds, ambulances and gasping patients dying as they
struggle to breathe. The messages reveal the panic in a country that had thought
the worse was over. (AP Photo/Altaf Qadri)

Help and support were also offered from archrival Pakistan, which said
it could provide relief including ventilators, oxygen supply kits, digital X-
ray machines, protective equipment and related items.

Germany's Health Ministry said it was "urgently working to put together
an aid package" for India consisting of ventilators, monoclonal
antibodies, the drug Remdesivir, as well as surgical and N95 protective
masks.

Stung by criticism of its lack of preparation ahead of the wave of
infections, the federal government has asked industrialists to increase the
production of oxygen and life-saving drugs in short supply.

But many say it is too late—the breakdown a stark failure for a country
that boasted of being a model for other developing nations.

Only three months ago, the country's leaders were boisterous, delivering
messages that the worse was over.
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People queue up for COVID-19 vaccine in Mumbai, India, Monday, April 26,
2021. New infections are rising faster in India than any other place in the world,
stunning authorities and capsizing its fragile health system. (AP Photo/Rafiq
Maqbool)

In January, Prime Minister Narendra Modi declared victory over the 
coronavirus, telling the virtual gathering of the World Economic Forum
that India's success couldn't be compared with anywhere else.

A little less than a month later, his Bharatiya Janata Party passed a
resolution hailing Modi as a "visionary leader" who had already
"defeated" the virus.
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By the second week of March, India's health minister declared that the
country was "in the endgame" of the pandemic.

At the same time, the patients arriving at India's hospitals were far sicker
and younger than previously seen, prompting warnings by health experts
that India was sitting on a ticking timebomb, which went either
unnoticed or ignored.

Millions of Hindu devotees celebrated the festival of Holi across the
country at the end of March, foregoing social distancing guidelines and
masks. Politicians, including Modi, spearheaded mammoth election
rallies where tens of thousands participated without masks. And millions
more gathered by the Ganges River for special Hindu prayers as recently
as last week.
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People queue up for COVID-19 vaccine in Mumbai, India, Monday, April 26,
2021. New infections are rising faster in India than any other place in the world,
stunning authorities and capsizing its fragile health system. (AP Photo/Rafiq
Maqbool)

Now it's suspected all these events might have accelerated the
unprecedented surge India is seeing now.

"Many people across India are paying with their lives for that shameful
behavior by political leaders," Udayakumar said.

In a radio address on Sunday, Modi sought to deflect the criticism and
said the "storm" of infections had left the country "shaken."

"It is true that many people are getting infected with corona," he said.
"But the number of people recovering from corona is equally high."

India's government said last week it would expand its vaccination
program to make all adults eligible, something long urged by health
experts.

But vaccinations take time to show their effect on the numbers of new
infections, and there are questions of whether manufacturers will be able
to keep up with the demand. The pace of vaccination across the country
also appears to be struggling.
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A relative of a person who died of COVID-19 reacts at a crematorium in
Jammu, India, Sunday, April.25, 2021. (AP Photo/Channi Anand)

Meantime, ordinary citizens are taking matters into their own hands,
doing what they say the government should have done a long time ago.

Volunteers, from students to technology professionals, non-profit
organizations and journalists, are rallying to circulate information on the
availability of hospital beds, critical drugs and oxygen cylinders.

Like Dr. Singh, many have taken to social media, particularly Twitter, to
crowdsource lists of plasma donors and oxygen cylinder supplies.
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The system's imperfect, but some are getting badly needed help.

Rashmi Kumar, a New Delhi homemaker, spent her Sunday scouring
Twitter, posting desperate pleas for an oxygen cylinder for her critically
ill father.

At the same time, she made countless calls to hospitals and government
helpline numbers, to no avail.

By evening her 63-year-old father was gasping for breath.

  
 

  

Relatives look on as health workers bury a body of a person who died of
COVID-19 in Gauhati, India, Sunday, April 25, 2021. (AP Photo/Anupam Nath)
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Municipal workers prepare to bury the body of a person who died of COVID-19
in Gauhati, India, Sunday, April 25, 2021. (AP Photo/Anupam Nath)
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Multiple funeral pyres of those who died of COVID-19 burn at a ground that has
been converted into a crematorium for the mass cremation of coronavirus
victims, in New Delhi, India, Saturday, April 24, 2021. Delhi has been cremating
so many bodies of coronavirus victims that authorities are getting requests to
start cutting down trees in city parks, as a second record surge has brought
India's tattered healthcare system to its knees. (AP Photo/Altaf Qadri)
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People perform rituals next to a funeral pyre for a family member who died of
COVID-19 at a ground that has been converted into a crematorium for mass
cremation of COVID-19 victims in New Delhi, India, Saturday, April 24, 2021.
Delhi has been cremating so many bodies of coronavirus victims that authorities
are getting requests to start cutting down trees in city parks, as a second record
surge has brought India's tattered healthcare system to its knees. (AP Photo/Altaf
Qadri)
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Exhausted workers, who bring dead bodies for cremation, sit on the rear step of
an ambulance inside a crematorium, in New Delhi, India, Saturday, April 24,
2021. Delhi has been cremating so many bodies of coronavirus victims that
authorities are getting requests to start cutting down trees in city parks, as a
second record surge has brought India's tattered healthcare system to its
knees. (AP Photo/Altaf Qadri)

"I was prepared for the worst," Kumar said.

But out of nowhere, a fellow Twitter user reported an available oxygen
cylinder some 60 kilometers (37 miles) away. Kumar drove to the
person's house where she was handed over the oxygen cylinder by a man.

"I was helped by a stranger when my own government continues to fail
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thousands like me," she said. "Unfortunately, everyone is on their own
now."

© 2021 The Associated Press. All rights reserved. This material may not
be published, broadcast, rewritten or redistributed without permission.

Citation: SOS messages, panic as virus breaks India's health system (2021, April 26) retrieved 24
April 2024 from https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-04-sos-messages-panic-virus-india.html

This document is subject to copyright. Apart from any fair dealing for the purpose of private
study or research, no part may be reproduced without the written permission. The content is
provided for information purposes only.

Powered by TCPDF (www.tcpdf.org)

16/16

https://medicalxpress.com/news/2021-04-sos-messages-panic-virus-india.html
http://www.tcpdf.org

