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Prime Minister of Antigua and Barbuda receiving
COVID-19 vaccine donation from India on behalf
of the Organisation of Eastern Caribbean States
Photo Credit: Organisation of Eastern Caribbean

States

On 1 March 2021, India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi received the first dose of
Covaxin – India’s indigenously made COVID-19 vaccine – kicking off phase 2 of the
world’s most ambitious vaccination program. India started vaccinating frontline
workers in January and aims to vaccinate 300 million frontline workers, health care
personnel and vulnerable people by August.

The vaccination drive comes at a critical time. COVID-19 cases are rising rapidly
across many Indian states, raising concerns that the country could be headed
towards a deadlier second wave of the virus. But even as India grapples with the
logistical and infrastructure challenges of vaccinating its vast population, it has
garnered international praise for its efforts in supporting global vaccine production
and supply efforts.

In January 2021, India launched the Vaccine Maitri (Vaccine Friendship) initiative –
a major diplomatic effort to gift and supply made-in-India vaccines to low-income
and developing countries globally. As the world’s third-largest producer of
pharmaceuticals, India is a serious contender in the race to produce COVID-19
vaccines. India’s pharmaceuticals powerhouse provides generic medicines globally
and produces nearly 60 per cent of the world’s vaccines, including vaccines for
Diphtheria, Pertussis, Tetanus (DPT), Tuberculosis, and Measles. India’s Serum
Institute – the world’s largest vaccine producer by volume – is producing the
Covishield vaccine (developed by Oxford University – AstraZeneca) and India’s
Bharat Biotech is producing Covaxin. Several other made-in-India vaccine
candidates are at different stages of development, including a potentially game-
changing nasal vaccine and Russia’s Sputnik V vaccine (currently undergoing
phase 3 trials in India led by Dr Reddy’s Laboratory).

https://pressroom.oecs.org/oecs-benefits-from-oxford-astrazeneca-vaccine-donation-by-the-government-of-india
https://pressroom.oecs.org/oecs-benefits-from-oxford-astrazeneca-vaccine-donation-by-the-government-of-india
https://www.bbc.com/news/world-asia-india-56237436
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/12/18/asia/india-coronavirus-vaccine-intl-hnk/index.html
https://edition.cnn.com/2020/12/18/asia/india-coronavirus-vaccine-intl-hnk/index.html
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/24-states-see-weekly-rise-in-covid-cases/articleshow/81402468.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/24-states-see-weekly-rise-in-covid-cases/articleshow/81402468.cms
https://gulfnews.com/special-reports/covid-19-how-india-will-vaccinate-300-million-people-in-8-months-1.1611039261355
https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/national/indias-vaccine-maitri-initiative-earns-praise-at-wto/article33979754.ece
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/dotcom/client_service/Pharma%20and%20Medical%20Products/PMP%20NEW/PDFs/778886_India_Pharma_2020_Propelling_Access_and_Acceptance_Realising_True_Potential.ashx
https://www.mckinsey.com/~/media/mckinsey/dotcom/client_service/Pharma%20and%20Medical%20Products/PMP%20NEW/PDFs/778886_India_Pharma_2020_Propelling_Access_and_Acceptance_Realising_True_Potential.ashx
https://theconversation.com/the-world-needs-pharmaceuticals-from-china-and-india-to-beat-coronavirus-138388
https://theconversation.com/the-world-needs-pharmaceuticals-from-china-and-india-to-beat-coronavirus-138388
https://www.business-standard.com/article/current-affairs/india-coronavirus-dispatch-vaccine-candidates-in-development-in-india-121012400343_1.html
https://www.business-standard.com/article/current-affairs/india-coronavirus-dispatch-vaccine-candidates-in-development-in-india-121012400343_1.html
https://www.indiatoday.in/coronavirus-outbreak/vaccine-updates/story/nasal-vaccine-clinical-trial-bharat-biotech-1775710-2021-03-04
https://www.business-standard.com/article/current-affairs/sputnik-v-could-be-india-s-third-covid-19-vaccine-experts-121030401023_1.html
https://www.drreddys.com/
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Made-in-India drugs are cheaper particularly for low-income and developing
markets. Pfizer-BioNTech’s and Moderna’s vaccines, widely used in the Global
North, are priced at US$19 and US$32-37 per dose, respectively. In India, while
vaccines are not yet on the private market and vaccine makers are supplying doses
at subsidised rates to the government, they are still significantly cheaper. India’s
Serum Institute will reportedly price Covishield at US$13 per dose commercially.

In addition to being cheaper, the made-in-India vaccines are more suitable for
countries with weak cold chain and infrastructure facilities. Both the Pfizer and
Moderna vaccines must be stored at sub-zero temperatures whereas both Indian-
made vaccines can be stored at between 2 and 8 degrees Celsius – refrigerator
temperatures. India also has significant capabilities and expertise to share on mass
immunization programs and its vaccine rollout is being closely followed in several
countries.

As of 22 March 2021, India has supplied 60.4 million vaccine doses to 76 countries
through different modalities including grants in aid, gifts, commercially and through
WHO – GAVI’s COVAX alliance. India has supplied vaccines to countries in South
Asia, Africa, South America, and the Caribbean and will soon ship supplies to
Southeast Asia and the Pacific. The UK and Canada have also placed commercial
orders with India’s Serum Institute as they continue their vaccination efforts.

India’s vaccine diplomacy comes at a time when the international community is
raising concerns over ‘vaccine nationalism’ and the growing inequity about vaccine
supply. The WHO has called out many developed countries for hoarding vaccines,
leaving little for middle- and low-income countries. As countries scramble to secure
supplies, many are turning to India to close the accessibility and availability gaps.
India is also at the forefront of efforts to ensure a level playing field for vaccine
development and supply, particularly for developing countries. India and South
Africa have applied to the WTO for an intellectual property waiver for COVID-19
vaccines and patents for the duration of the pandemic, or until most countries have
vaccinated their populations. As the move gains support, there has been push back
from some OECD countries, including the UK, US, and EU – countries that have
vaccines currently in play.

Since the early days of the pandemic, India has been vocal about its commitment to
support global recovery efforts and was one of the first countries to provide food,
medicines and essential supplies to countries in South Asia, Africa, and the Indo-
Pacific. At the UN General Assembly in September 2020, Prime Minister Modi
expressed India’s commitment to make India’s vaccine production and delivery
capacity available to “humanity” as it combats the virus. A core and foundational
principle of Indian foreign policy is – Vasudeva Katumbakam or the “world as one

https://www.newindianexpress.com/nation/2021/jan/12/covishield-to-be-sold-at-rs-1000-in-private-markets-says-sii-ceo-adar-poonawalla-2249135.html
https://www.vox.com/21552934/moderna-pfizer-covid-19-vaccine-biontech-coronavirus-cold-chain
https://www.businesstoday.in/sectors/pharma/all-indian-covid-19-vaccines-have-to-be-stored-at-2-8-degrees-celsius-dbt/story/427117.html
https://www.businesstoday.in/sectors/pharma/all-indian-covid-19-vaccines-have-to-be-stored-at-2-8-degrees-celsius-dbt/story/427117.html
https://www.mea.gov.in/vaccine-supply.htm
https://www.livemint.com/news/world/serum-institute-of-india-to-send-10-million-doses-of-covid-19-vaccine-covishield-to-uk-report-11614743101765.html
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/canada-to-buy-2-million-doses-of-sii-vaccine/articleshow/81251739.cms
https://www.voanews.com/covid-19-pandemic/who-chief-warns-about-inequity-global-covid-vaccine-campaign
https://www.npr.org/sections/goatsandsoda/2020/12/03/942303736/how-rich-countries-are-hoarding-the-worlds-vaccines-in-charts
https://www.pharmaceutical-technology.com/features/wto-ip-waiver-proposal-covid19-vaccine/
https://www.pharmaceutical-technology.com/features/wto-ip-waiver-proposal-covid19-vaccine/
https://www.pharmaceutical-technology.com/features/wto-ip-waiver-proposal-covid19-vaccine/
https://devpolicy.org/indias-covid-diplomacy-20200603-2/
https://devpolicy.org/indias-covid-diplomacy-20200603-2/
https://devpolicy.org/indias-covid-diplomacy-20200603-2/
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/9/27/modi-pledges-to-use-india-vaccine-capacity-to-help-all-humanity
https://www.aljazeera.com/news/2020/9/27/modi-pledges-to-use-india-vaccine-capacity-to-help-all-humanity
https://www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/health/vasudhaiva-kutumbakam-indias-vaccine-maitri-wins-over-world-25-nations-queue-up-for-corona-jabs/2189422/
https://www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/health/vasudhaiva-kutumbakam-indias-vaccine-maitri-wins-over-world-25-nations-queue-up-for-corona-jabs/2189422/
https://www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/health/vasudhaiva-kutumbakam-indias-vaccine-maitri-wins-over-world-25-nations-queue-up-for-corona-jabs/2189422/


Devpolicy Blog from the Development Policy Centre Page 3 of 4

family”.

Beyond semantics and altruism, India’s vaccine diplomacy serves as an effective
tool and instrument of Indian soft-power and influence, serving to cement and
deepen ties in India’s neighbourhood and Indo-Pacific. India has lobbied for years to
secure a seat on the UN Security Council and has been building ties with smaller
developing nations particularly in the Indian and Pacific ocean regions. India’s
vaccine diplomacy could translate into critical votes at a time when India has
secured a non-permanent seat on the UN Security Council and is scheduled to host
the G20 summit in 2023. The goodwill India earns through its vaccine diplomacy
could pay dividends in the future.

India’s vaccine diplomacy also comes against the backdrop of increased geopolitical
tensions with China. In the wake of last year’s protracted border dispute between
the two countries, Prime Minister Modi emphasised the need for India to be
“atmanirbhar” (self-reliant) in the production of goods and services and play a more
critical role in global value chains. India’s show of strength in the vaccine race is a
powerful expression of this sentiment. And there are signs that the world is paying
attention. At the recent QUAD leaders’ summit held on 12 March 2021, the US,
Australia and Japan acknowledged India’s vaccine contributions and agreed that
India would lead production of Johnson & Johnson’s vaccine as part of a new
QUAD-led vaccine initiative.

COVID-19 has upended the traditional north-south divide – with many developed
countries faring worse than many low-income and developing nations. Partnership
and mutual benefit are core tenets of India’s foreign policy and development
cooperation. The crisis has presented India with an opportunity to put these
principles into practice, demonstrating that it has the knowledge, expertise, and
capacity to make significant contributions to global public goods in times of crisis.
This even as it continues to battle the pandemic and its impacts at home.

This post is part of a collaborative series with The Asia Foundation. It is also part of
the #COVID-19 vaccine rollout series.

Author/s:

Mandakini D. Surie
Mandakini D. Surie is an international development practitioner and consultant with program
design, development, aid and grant management experience in South Asia. She has
previously worked with DFAT, The Asia Foundation, UNDP and the Commonwealth Human
Rights Initiative.

https://www.financialexpress.com/lifestyle/health/vasudhaiva-kutumbakam-indias-vaccine-maitri-wins-over-world-25-nations-queue-up-for-corona-jabs/2189422/
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/india-set-to-begin-its-two-year-tenure-as-non-permanent-member-of-unsc/article33472336.ece#:~:text=Photo%20Credit%3A%20AFP-,India%20will%20sit%20in%20the%2015%2Dnation%20UNSC%20for%20the,(UNSC)%20on%20January%201.
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/india-covid19-vaccine-diplomacy-by-shashi-tharoor-2021-03
https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/india-covid19-vaccine-diplomacy-by-shashi-tharoor-2021-03
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/pm-modi-lockdown-speech-self-dependency-economic-measures-1677266-2020-05-12
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/pm-modi-lockdown-speech-self-dependency-economic-measures-1677266-2020-05-12
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/story/pm-modi-lockdown-speech-self-dependency-economic-measures-1677266-2020-05-12
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/hyderabad/made-in-hyd-vax-key-weapon-in-quad-arsenal-to-counter-china/articleshow/81488679.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/hyderabad/made-in-hyd-vax-key-weapon-in-quad-arsenal-to-counter-china/articleshow/81488679.cms
https://asiafoundation.org/
https://devpolicy.org/tag/covid-19-vaccine-rollout/
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