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    About the ‘CRUX’

Introducing a new and convenient product, to help the aspirants for the various public services examina-
tions.
The knowledge of the Current Affairs constitute an indispensable tool for all the recruitment examinations 
today.However, an aspirant often finds it difficult to read and memorize all the current affairs, from an exam 
perspective.The Newspapers and magazines are full of information, that may or may not be useful for the 
exams. Thus, acandidate is forced to spend a substantial amount of his time in selecting and maintaining 
notes for the current
affairs.
Another problem is that it is difficult to get every bit of information, relevant from the exam perspective at 
oneplace. Thus, candidates are often found wasting their time in search of current affairs material.
It is with this problem in mind that we have come up with the GIST of The Hindu and Press Information 
Bureau(PIB).
The whole concept of the CRUX is to provide you with a summary of the important news and current 
affairs,from an exam point of view. By reading the CRUX, you will be able to save your precious time and 
effort, as you get all the relevant matter in a summarized and convenient form.
The Crux is particularly helpful for the Civil Services, Banking, SSC and other exams that have a current 
affairs section.
The material is being provided in such a manner that it is helpful for both- objective and descriptive sections.
Our aim is to help the candidates in their effort to get through the examinations. Your efforts and dedication
inspire us to keep going. It is our sincere effort to make your journey easier.

Best Wishes
Editorial Board
Team Aspirant Forum

    Courtesy:
    The Hindu
    Press Information Bureau (PIB)
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National
Aadhaar Bill introduced in Lok Sabha
Union Finance Minister Arun Jaitley on Thursday intro-
duced the Aadhaar (Targeted Delivery of Financial and 
Other Subsidies, Benefits and Services) Bill, 2016 in the 
Lok Sabha. The Bill provides statutory backing to Aad-
haar, the unique identity number through which the gov-
ernment plans to target delivery of subsidy benefits and 
services. The expenditure for the nationwide Aadhaar 
exercise is incurred from the Consolidated Fund of India.
The Bill provides for the establishing of the Unified Iden-
tification Authority of India (UIDAI) and the establish-
ment, operation and maintenance of the Central Identity 
Data Repository. The Authority shall ensure the security, 
confidentiality and protection of identity information and 
authentication records of individuals in its possession or 
control, including the information stored in the repository, 
according to the Bill. These include biometric information 
collected, created and stored in electronic form.
The government expects to address, through the pro-
posed legislation, concerns that have been raised on the 
mandatory use of Aadhaar in government schemes. The 
Supreme Court has restricted the use of the Aadhaar 
number until a Constitution Bench delivers its verdict on 
a number of cases concerning privacy and other issues.
Under the provisions of the Bill, the Aadhaar number can-
not confer right of or proof of citizenship of domicile.
“An estimated expenditure of Rs. 13,663.22 crore has 
been approved for implementing the Aadhaar scheme up 
to the financial year 2016-17,” according to the financial 
memorandum of the Bill.
Money Bill
Mr. Jaitley introduced the measure as a money Bill, which 
can only be introduced in the Lok Sabha and to which the 
Rajya Sabha — where the NDA government does not en-
joy a majority — cannot make amendments. The Upper 
House can only make recommendations to money Bills 
and must return such legislation to the Lok Sabha within 
14 days from the date of their receipt, thus ensuring a 
time-bound process.
Objecting to the Bill being introduced as a money Bill, 
Leader of the Opposition in the Lok Sabha (Congress) 
Mallikarjun Kharge said: “We are ready to cooperate on 
the Bill but it should not come as a money Bill. They are 
doing this to avoid Rajya Sabha ... You have made your 

intention clear.”
The Opposition also demanded to know if the Bill can 
be referred to the standing committee on finance. Money 
Bills cannot be referred to a joint committee of Parlia-
ment.
The UPA government had also introduced the National 
Identification Authority of India Bill, 2010, to provide stat-
utory backing to the UIDAI. It is not clear if the NDA gov-
ernment has withdrawn the earlier Bill.
Responding to the Opposition’s objections, Mr. Jaitley 
said: “This Bill is substantially different from what the col-
leagues are talking about ... The substance of the Bill is 
that whoever gets subsidies, will have to produce Aad-
haar ... This is in accordance with Article 110 ... It is up 
to the Speaker now to decide whether it is in accordance 
or not.”

Cong. writes to Modi urging passage of 
Real Estate Bill
The Congress on Saturday wrote to Prime Minister Nar-
endra Modi and Urban Development Minister M. Ven-
kaiah Naidu, asking them to have the Real Estate Bill 
passed in the first leg of the Budget Session of Parlia-
ment.
The move by Delhi Pradesh Congress Committee chief 
Ajay Maken comes two days after Congress vice-presi-
dent Rahul Gandhi assured a group of homebuyers that 
his party was committed to a strong Real Estate Bill to 
protect their interests and would ask the government to 
bring it in Parliament at the earliest.
Mr. Maken, in separates letter to Mr. Modi and Mr. Naidu, 
said, “It has come to our notice that the Real Estate Bill 
is yet to be listed for passing in the Rajya Sabha. I wish 
to reiterate the stand taken by our party vice-president 
Rahul Gandhi that the Real Estate Bill should be brought 
in the Rajya Sabha at the earliest”.
Noting that his party supported the Bill, he said, “It is my 
sincere request to you to list the Bill on top priority basis 
so that it can be passed in the first leg of the ongoing 
Budget Session to provide relief to millions”.
Recalling that the Real Estate (Regulation and Devel-
opment) Bill was approved for introduction in the Rajya 
Sabha by the Union Cabinet in June 2013 when he was 
Minister for Housing and Poverty Alleviation in UPA gov-
ernment, Mr. Maken said the legislation was then intro-
duced in the upper House with the sole aim that it would 
not lapse on the dissolution of 15th Lok Sabha.
The Bill was referred to the Standing Committee, which 
submitted its report in February, 2014. After the NDA gov-
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ernment was formed, the Bill was again referred to a Se-
lect Committee of the Rajya Sabha, which submitted its 
report on July 30 last year.
“The Bill has since been pending in Parliament and 
homebuyers are suffering in the absence of a regulator in 
the sector”, Mr. Maken said.
Mr. Gandhi had told the homebuyers that he would urge 
the Centre to bring the Bill in the House at the earliest.
Referring to the social media campaign by consumers 
and potential homebuyers seeking early passage of Bill, 
Mr. Naidu had on Wednesday urged all concerned to en-
able early passage of this Bill which aims at promoting 
confidence among homebuyers.

Nabard to come out with tax-free bonds
The National Bank for Agriculture and Rural Develop-
ment (Nabard) will raise Rs.3,500 crore by issuing tax 
free bonds and Rs.2,100 crore or 60 per cent has been 
allocated for retail investors. The tenure of these bonds 
will be between 10 years and 15 years.
For retail investors, the coupon rate for the 10 year bond 
is likely to be around 7.29 per cent and for the 15 years 
bond, it is likely to be around 7.64 per cent. For non-retail 
investors, the coupon rate is expected to be 7.04 per cent 
and 7.35 per cent for 10 years and 15 years respectively, 
market participants said.
Nabard was permitted by the Central Board of Direct 
Taxes to raise tax free bonds of around Rs 5,000 crore 
this financial year. Nabard has already mobilised 30 per 
cent of the amount from institutional investors through 
private placement. The remaining Rs.3,500 crore will be 
mobilised throughpublic issue which will open on March 
9. The bonds will be listed on the BSE.
About 40 per cent of Rs.3, 500 crore has been ear-
marked for qualified institutional buyers, corporate sector 
and high net worth individuals, while 60 per cent for retail 
investors who can invest up to Rs.10 lakh

Forex scam: CBI searches many places 
in New Delhi
The Central Bureau of Investigation has carried out 
searches in connection with alleged illegal remittances 
of over Rs. 3,000 crore in foreign exchange to Dubai and 
Hong Kong through current accounts opened with a Bank 
of Baroda branch in the national capital. The agency sus-
pects the involvement of 11 persons and private firms.
“The searches were conducted at 10 places on the of-
ficial and residential premises of the suspects in Delhi 

and other places as part of the ongoing investigation into 
alleged violation of banking norms. About 8,500 transac-
tions were made from 59 bank accounts opened in the 
name of various firms against on-paper import of goods 
and software from Hong Kong and Dubai,” said a CBI of-
ficial. During the searches, the CBI seized Rs. 40 lakh in 
cash, rubber stamps of 44 different companies, 15 PAN 
cards, pen-drives and computer hard disks containing 
details on the case. Currencies of the United States, Chi-
na, Europe, United Arab Emirates, Nigeria, Hong Kong 
and Sri Lanka were also found.
Based on a complaint from the bank management, al-
leging overseas remittances on the basis of imports that 
were never made, the CBI registered a corruption case 
last October. Investigations revealed that the bank ac-
counts, used to transfer the funds, had been opened in 
the names of firms set up on the basis of fraudulently 
obtained identification documents. The transactions were 
kept below $1 lakh to evade detection.
The CBI had arrested the bank’s Assistant General Man-
ager S.K. Garg and in-charge (foreign exchange) Jainish 
Dubey in December last year. In the money laundering 
case, the Enforcement Directorate has arrested six peo-
ple. According to the ED, unscrupulous exporters supply 
goods to conduits at inflated prices, on the basis of which 
they claim undue drawback duty incentive. However, the 
conduits sell the same goods to end-buyers at genuine 
prices.

Ahead of Aadhaar Bill’s passage, Govt. 
okays housing subsidy for workers
Even as the Aadhaar Bill is yet to be passed in the Lok 
Sabha, the government has begun approving new subsi-
dies to be delivered using the biometrics-backed Unique 
Identification (UID) number. Labour Minister Bandaru 
Dattatreya has approved a scheme to offer higher hous-
ing subsidies to about 75 lakh beedi workers and min-
ers working in non-coal mines using Aadhaar, said senior 
government officials.
However, the UID Authority of India (UIDAI) will find it dif-
ficult to capture their fingerprints owing to the nature of 
their work, according to its own biometric authentication 
standards.
The Minister had approved the proposal last week, the 
day Finance Minister Arun Jaitley tabled the Aadhaar 
(Target Delivery of Financial and Other Subsidies, Bene-
fits and Services) Bill, 2016 in Lok Sabha. The Bill, tabled 
as a Money Bill (not requiring Rajya Sabha’s approval) is 
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aimed at providing legal backing for transferring all gov-
ernment subsidies using Aadhaar.
“The Labour Minister has approved a dynamic and revo-
lutionary scheme in which housing subsidy will be given 
through Aadhaar so that subsidy reaches the targeted 
beneficiary,” said a senior official in the Ministry.
Under the Revised Integrated Housing Scheme of 
2016, the Labour Ministry will give Rs.1.5 lakh as sub-
sidy through direct benefit transfer, from the current 
Rs.40,000, to beedi and non-mine workers to build a 
house on their own land.
The house will have an earthquake-resistance structure, 
two rooms, a kitchen, bathroom and closet area for dry-
ing clothes.
The move comes despite the UIDAI’s own suggestion 
that construction and mining workers be put in the list of 
exceptions to which the Aadhaar system may not apply.
In a detailed document titled ‘Aadhaar Authentication 
Framework’, the UIDAI had said that people engaged in 
hard manual labour like construction workers or mining 
workers may be treated as “exceptions” in the Aadhaar 
system as they had “all of their fingers in extremely poor 
condition with respect to fingerprint quality.”
“There will always be a set of population who will be tem-
porarily or permanently excluded from a specific biomet-
ric system. We can term this set of people as ‘outliers,” 
the UIDAI said, adding that in such cases, alternative 
biometrics such as iris scan could be used.
“Direct transfer mechanism has a lot of benefits. It is true 
that the government may find it difficult to implement it in 
the initial stages, but it is the appropriate long-term solu-
tion to target the beneficiaries accurately,” said Alakh N 
Sharma, Professor and Director at the Delhi-based Insti-
tute for Human Development.
Housing scheme
The new Housing Scheme of the Labour Ministry will give 
assistance to workers having their own land with a carpet 
area of at least 30 square metres. The subsidy amount 
will be released in three instalments: the first amount of 
Rs. 37,500 will be given as advance, second Rs.90,000 
after the construction of house reaches the lintel level 
and the third instalment of Rs.22,500 after completion 
of the construction work. The worker can make an ad-
ditional contribution at his or her own will.
Also, for the first time, the government may give Rs.1.5 
lakh as an upfront amount to those workers who want to 
secure a bank loan to build houses.
“The subsidy amount of Rs. 1.5 lakh could be used as 
margin money to help them secure bank loans for build-

ing a house. Also, the new housing scheme will become 
a part of the Prime Minister’s ‘Housing for All’ project,” 
the Labour Ministry official said.
In 2014-15, the government constructed 16,552 houses 
for beedi and non-coal mine workers.
The ‘Housing for All’ project, which provides Rs. 1 lakh 
as Central grant for a house under the slum rehabilita-
tion programme and Rs. 1.5 lakh to economically weaker 
section households, aims to build 2 crore houses in five 
phases till 2021-22.

Infrastructure project delays will be a 
thing of the past, says Finance Minister
Union Finance Minister Arun Jaitley has said that plans 
outlined in the Union Budget, along with the enactment 
of the recently amended arbitration law, could make the 
spectre of stalled infrastructure projects across the coun-
try a thing of the past.
“Some of the important initiatives we have taken over the 
past year and announced in the Budget, delays in our 
infrastructural programme itself could be eliminated. In 
the Budget, I have announced how disputes must be re-
solved for public contracts. A statutory mechanism would 
be created so that these projects don’t remain stalled for 
years,” Mr. Jaitley said, while addressing investors at the 
‘Happening Haryana Summit’ here on Monday.
Citing the example of the Kundli-Manesar Expressway in 
the State that had been delayed for years, the Finance 
Minister said such projects can have a transformational 
impact on regional economies but get stuck in red tape.
“One of the important factors that stalls these projects is 
that with the passage of time, costs escalate beyond es-
timates, both because of raw material and labour costs 
going up and therefore, nobody in government is willing 
to take the responsibility for such cost escalations,” Mr. 
Jaitley pointed out, adding that a statutory mechanism to 
negotiate cost escalations under an oversight would be 
put into operation.
Stressing that the country’s arbitration law now provided 
a fast-track mechanism to resolve cases within a year 
and commercial divisions had been created in every High 
Court, he said, “All these initiatives when taken together, 
the reason for indefinite delays in infrastructure projects 
which not only hurts the state and imposes much larger 
costs as well as inconvenience to people (would cease 
to exist).”
Mr. Jaitley, who reached the summit venue in Gurgaon 
20 minutes late, blamed the state of the National High-
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way 8 for the delay and called for urgent action to de-
velop alternate routes to connect Delhi with Gurgaon and 
districts beyond it.
“I see no reason for (this)…I heard Pawan Munjal men-
tioning that it used to take him 45 minutes to reach Ro-
urkela but it now takes 1.5 hours. And if we don’t imme-
diately do something to address this, it would take three 
hours in a few years from now. Therefore, connecting 
Delhi with this part of the State is critical,” he said, stress-
ing that past infrastructure investments were a key driver 
for Haryana’s growth.
He cautioned the State that since the National Capital 
cannot grow any more, its spillover and resources would 
be on to Gurgaon and areas beyond that in Haryana.
“I think it is high time that a second and third route of 
commuting between Delhi and this part is immediately 
thought of and put into operation. Our programme today 
started late, because I was 20 minutes late, thanks to the 
NH8. Actual time taken is much more than anticipated, 
and therefore, we have to think afresh,” the Minister said, 
adding that governments must now think of new infra-
structure projects well in advance rather than waiting for 
the situation to reach a tipping point.
The Civil Aviation Ministry, Mr. Jaitley said, was drafting a 
report on regional air connectivity to revive 160 airstrips 
under the State Government’s control that were built dur-
ing the Second World War and 25 airports run by the 
Airports Authority of India that were not being used. The 
policy, he said, would identify where connectivity would 
help on the basis of increased traffic potential.
The Finance Minister also referred to his Budget an-
nouncement to scrap the ‘permit Raj’ in State transport 
systems so that private entrepreneurs could operate 
transport buses.

LS passes Bill to amend Enemy Property 
Act
The Lok Sabha on Wednesday passed a Bill to amend 
a 48-year-old law to guard against claims of succession 
or transfer of properties left by people who migrated to 
Pakistan and China after the wars.
The Enemy Property (Amendment and Validation) Bill, 
2016, which amends the Enemy Property Act, 1968, was 
passed by voice vote amid the government’s assertion 
that the measure should not be seen from the prism of 
religion or caste.
A demand by the Opposition for sending it to the Stand-
ing Committee of Parliament was turned down.

Replying to a debate on the Bill, Home Minister Rajnath 
Singh said, “It does not pertain to Pakistan alone, but 
also to those Chinese who left India after the 1962 China-
India War. Even their property comes under the ambit of 
this Bill.” In the wake of the India-Pakistan war of 1965 
and 1971, there was migration of people from India to 
Pakistan and under the Defence of India Rules framed 
under the Defence of India Act. The government of India 
took over the properties and companies of such persons 
who had taken Pakistani nationality. These enemy prop-
erties were vested by the Union government in the Cus-
todian of Enemy Property for India.
The amendments include that once an enemy property 
is vested in the Custodian, it shall continue to be vested 
in him as enemy property irrespective of whether the en-
emy, enemy subject or enemy firm has ceased to be an 
enemy due to reasons such as death. The new Bill en-
sures that the law of succession does not apply to enemy 
property; that there cannot be transfer of any property 
vested in the Custodian by an enemy or enemy subject 
or enemy firm and that the Custodian shall preserve the 
enemy property till it is disposed of in accordance with 
the Act. The amendments are aimed at plugging the loop-
holes in the Act to ensure that the enemy properties that 
have been vested in the Custodian remain so and do not 
revert to the enemy subject or firm.

RS passes long-awaited Bill to protect 
homebuyers
The Rajya Sabha passed a landmark Real Estate Bill on 
Thursday with a promise to secure the interests of home-
buyers and developers in equal measure and remove 
corruption and inefficiency from the sector.
The Bill, which was amended to reflect the “views and 
suggestions of various stakeholders and political par-
ties,” according to Minister for Parliamentary Affairs and 
Urban Development Venkaiah Naidu, won approval from 
legislators across the political spectrum, a rare sight as 
the last two parliamentary sessions had ended in a white-
wash.
Real estate contributes nine per cent to the national GDP 
and the Bill’s passage was seen as crucial to ensuring 
better regulatory oversight and orderly growth in the in-
dustry.
“The whole country is waiting for this Bill,” Congress lead-
er Kumari Selja said. She said people had been falling 
prey to unfair practices in the absence of a regulatory 
mechanism.
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The first draft was rejected last year by the Rajya Sabha, 
with Opposition leaders saying it favoured developers 
and did not serve the interests of consumers.
After incorporating 20 amendments, Mr. Naidu said the 
Bill now sought to make “the consumer the king” and will 
also “encourage developers in an atmosphere of mutual 
trust and confidence.”
Compared to the previous version of the Bill, in which 
constructions below the size of 1,000 square metres or 
12 apartments were left out of the accountability ambit, 
the new Bill has reduced the size and exempts projects 
only below 500 square meters.
Previously, in the absence of a regulatory authority, real 
estate deals were largely done on faith or based on the 
experience of friends and family.

Tussle continues over Aadhaar Bill
The question of whether or not the Aadhaar Bill is a 
Money Bill continues to vex Parliament, with the Rajya 
Sabha’s Business Advisory Committee (BAC) meeting 
ending inconclusively after the Opposition demanded 
specific clauses of Article 110(1) of the Constitution that 
defines a Money Bill to be part of Speaker Sumitra Ma-
hajan’s certification of it as such. Government sources, 
however, said they were determined to place the Bill as 
a Money Bill and that it could happen as early as Friday 
morning.
At the meeting on Thursday, members of the Opposition, 
led by Communist Party of India (Marxist) MP Sitaram 
Yechury said the Speaker “cannot have an absolute right 
to certify a Money Bill; it has to be according to the condi-
tions laid down by the Constitution.”
The Aadhaar Bill seeks to give legal backing to the 
unique identification number programme as the means 
to identify and disburse subsidies to eligible sections of 
the population.
Sources present at the meeting said Opposition MPs 
feared that the government, in order to get the Bill cleared 
without answering questions on whether it can, in fact, be 
termed a Money Bill, may introduce it on the last day of 
this session, March 16.
What Constitution says
“According to the Constitution, a Money Bill has to be 
returned to the Lok Sabha after clearing the Rajya Sabha 
within 14 days of it being introduced in the Upper House. 
If it is not, it will be deemed as passed,” said a senior Op-
position MP.
Government managers present at the meeting, quoted 
clause (4) of the Article that states the Speaker’s exclu-

sive powers to certify a Money Bill.
Sources said the ball was now in the court of the Chair-
person and Vice-Chairperson of the Rajya Sabha to seek 
the certification from the Speaker.
Discussion on Budget
Opposition parties also said that the government should 
now concentrate on bringing in the Railway Budget and 
the Union Budget for discussion and passing.
“We have managed to clear six Bills till now, and with 
only three-and-a-half days of sittings left, we should clear 
essential business of the House,” said an Opposition MP 
at the meeting.

Constitution Bench to decide on National 
Court of Appeal
More importantly, the Supreme Court, under the steward-
ship of Chief Justice T.S. Thakur, has sent a clear signal 
to the government and lawmakers that it intends to push 
hard and pronounce a judgment on the constitutional vi-
ability of having an NCA. A verdict in favour of NCA would 
act as a great influence on Parliament to amend the Con-
stitution itself to make room for NCA.
When met with objections from Attorney-General Mukul 
Rohatgi that a National Court of Appeal is “neither per-
missible nor desirable”, Chief Justice Thakur strongly 
countered whether the government has failed to see how 
cases lie pending in an overburdened Supreme Court for 
eight to 10 years. The Bench asked whether such delay 
was not a violation of a citizen’s fundamental right of ‘ac-
cess to justice’ under the Constitution.
Amicus curiae and senior advocate K.K. Venugopal ad-
vised the court to seize the opportunity to re-claim its sta-
tus as a constitutional court.
The Bench, also comprising Justice U.U. Lalit, asked 
amicus curiae Venugopal and Mr. Rohatgi to prepare 
questions for reference to a Constitution Bench to de-
cide on, including whether a judicial decision on the NCA 
would affect the basic structure of the Constitution and 
amount to “tinkering” with it.
Chief Justice Thakur asked both lawyers to exchange 
notes and prepare the questions by April 4 when the case 
would come up again before a tri-judge Bench, which 
would then refer it to the Constitution Bench.
Remarking that “mundane” matters from bail pleas to dis-
honoured cheques to traffic violations flood the Supreme 
Court, Chief Justice Thakur said 98 percent of the work 
time of the Supreme Court judges are spent on dismiss-
ing these cases.
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“We are unable to deal with all the cases. We are not 
here just to correct errors in judgments. We are looking 
at the future... Do you need 150 judges in the Supreme 
Court just to deal with the inflow of cases, all giving con-
flicting judgments? Can we not establish a National Court 
of Appeal? We can pronounce something on the legal 
aspects,” Chief Justice Thakur asked.
“Leave it to the Parliament, My Lords. National Court of 
Appeal will lead to amendment of various provisions in 
the Constitution. I do not think it [NCA] is possible,” Mr. 
Rohatgi replied.
But Mr. Venugopal remained firm, taking the case of 
Ireland which enacted the law for NCA in 2013 after six 
years’ debate. “State after State has amended its Con-
stitution to usher in the NCA. But here the Centre has to 
have a will,” the senior advocate submitted.
He said access to justice is proportionate to distance. “Of 
10 cases in the Supreme Court, 9.5 are from the Delhi 
High Court because of the proximity. Kerala is only 2.5 
out of 10,” the amicus submitted.
“Isn’t access to justice a fundamental right for all? Does 
this mean access to justice has become an illusion for the 
people of Kerala and Tamil Nadu?” Chief Justice Thakur 
asked. Mr. Rohatgi said the NCA “in the middle between 
the High Courts and the SC is a dilution of the judiciary.”

Parliament passes Aadhaar Bill amid 
acrimonious debates
The amendments to the controversial Aadhaar Bill pushed 
through by the Opposition in the Rajya Sabha and later 
rejected in the Lok Sabha included one that sought to 
prevent disclosure of “biometric or demographic informa-
tion” in the interests of “national security” which was seen 
as too sweeping. It was suggested that “national security” 
be replaced with “public emergency” or in the interests of 
“public safety.”
Another amendment related to permitting individuals with 
Aadhaar numbers to opt out of the system, with the Cen-
tral Identities Data Repository deleting all information and 
authentication records, and giving a certificate to that ef-
fect within 15 days.
A third amendment provided for alternative identification 
for delivery of services, subsidies and benefits to those 
choosing not to enrol for an Aadhaar number.
A fourth amendment mandated the inclusion of the 
Central Vigilance Commissioner or the Comptroller and 
Auditor-General in the Oversight Committee. The fifth 
amendment sought the deletion of a clause that allows 

the Aadhaar number to be used for purposes other than 
those provided in the Bill.
The government’s contention is that the Aadhaar (Target-
ed Delivery of Financial and Other Subsidies, Benefits 
and Services) Bill, 2016, would provide for good govern-
ance and efficient, transparent, and targeted delivery of 
subsidies, benefits and services. The Opposition wanted 
the legislation to have safeguards to avoid sensitive pri-
vate information of the individual from being disclosed or 
accessed “on the whim of the Executive.”
Congress leader Jairam Ramesh, the star speaker in 
the Rajya Sabha, said: “We are knocking a nail into the 
coffin of the Upper House. I am sure Lord Krishna had 
Opposition members of the Rajya Sabha in mind when 
he advised Arjuna: karmanye vaadhikaraste ma faleshu 
kadachana (one must do their duty regardless of the out-
come).”
“I am questioning the competence of this House to legis-
late the Bill,” Sitaram Yechury of the CPI(M) said, arguing 
that the Bill was also being considered by the Supreme 
Court and was beyond “the legislative authority” of the 
House. To this accusation, Mr. Jaitley responded: “This is 
an unprecedented argument in a democracy which has 
the separation of powers. The court only has power of 
judicial review.”
“If the principal purpose is money spent out of the Con-
solidated Fund of India in a particular manner and a ma-
chinery is created for spending that money, it is a Money 
Bill,” Mr. Jaitley said, in reply to the Opposition’s objec-
tions to the legislation being framed as a Money Bill.

Government eases cabotage norms
The Union government announced that it has eased 
cabotage rules in a bid to encourage transhipment of 
goods at Indian ports.
Cabotage refers to transportation of goods or passen-
gers between two places, usually along the coast.
Transhipment is the movement of goods when a contain-
er arrivess at an intermediate point and re-loaded into 
another ship to be taken to some destination domesti-
cally or abroad.
“The Government has relaxed cabotage restrictions for 
ports which tranship at least 50 per cent of the container 
handled by them.
To help consolidation
“The cabotage relaxation will enable shipping lines to 
consolidate Indian EXIM and empty containers at tran-
shipment ports in India for onward transportation to desti-
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nation ports by main shipping lines,” according to a state-
ment by Shipping Ministry.
The rule change will also allow foreign vessels to bring 
goods at any of the Indian ports meant to be shipped to 
other destinations.
At present, foreign vessels are restricted from transport-
ing containers between domestic gateway ports.
“The spare capacity of the foreign flag ships which could 
not be utilized earlier due to cabotage restrictions will 
now be gainfully utilized enabling them to offer competi-
tive container slot rates to exporters and importers lead-
ing to competition led efficiency in container transporta-
tion and lower logistic costs for the shippers,” according 
to the statement.

Niti Aayog task force backs ‘Tendulkar 
poverty line’
A panel tasked with devising ways to reduce poverty has 
backed the controversial `Tendulkar poverty line’, which 
categorised people earning less than Rs. 33 a day as 
poor, on the ground that the line is primarily meant to be 
an indicator for tracking progress in combating extreme 
poverty. The line is not meant to help identify those to 
whom government benefits need to be distributed, it said. 
The report of the Niti Aayog’s Task Force on Eliminat-
ing Poverty, which was leaked on Friday, argues that the 
poverty line is not the basis of identification of the poor in 
India. Instead, it is the BPL Census on the basis of which 
state governments identify the poor. The latest of these is 
the Socio-Economic Caste Census 2011.
Since what represents a basic necessity would vary from 
person-to-person, the report contends, the final decision 
will have to give adequate attention to the fact that the 
objective behind a poverty line is to track progress in 
combating extreme poverty and not identification of the 
poor for the purposes of distributing government benefits.
“The main criticism of the Tendulkar poverty line has been 
that it is too low…if we set the poverty line at too high a 
level, we would be tracking how many people, who had 
already achieved a certain level of comfort, have been 
made yet further comfortable…it will tell us little about 
what is happening to households in abject poverty,” ac-
cording to the report.
It makes sense to set the poverty line at a level that al-
lows households to get two square meals a day and other 
basic necessities of life. “It is the households below this 
bare subsistence level whose welfare should concern us 
the most and whose progress we must monitor.”
A Committee chaired by former Chairman of the Prime 

Minister’s Economic Advisory Council and the National 
Statistical Commission, the late Suresh Tendulkar, com-
puted poverty lines for 2004-05 at a level that was equiva-
lent, in purchasing power parity (PPP) terms, to one U.S. 
dollar per person per day, which was the internationally 
accepted poverty line at that time.
The PPP model refers to a method used to work out 
the money that would be needed to purchase the same 
goods and services in two places. Across countries, this 
is used to calculate an implicit foreign exchange rate, 
the PPP rate, at which a given amount of money has the 
same purchasing power in different countries.
Mr. Tendulkar, computed poverty lines for 2004-05 at a 
level that was equivalent, in PPP terms to Rs 33 per day.
Based on the Tendulkar panel norms, the Planning Com-
mission had announced that in absolute terms the num-
ber of poor stood reduced from 40.7 crore to 35.5 crore 
during the period 2004-05 to 2009-10 and and 26.9 crore 
in 2011-12.
Following criticism of these estimates, the UPA Govern-
ment had in May 2012 set up the five-member expert 
group, headed by the then Chairman of the Prime Minis-
ter’s Economic Advisory Council C. Rangarajan, to revisit 
the way poverty is estimated.
In the report Dr. Rangarajan submitted to the Union Plan-
ning Minister Rao Inderjit Singh in July 2014, it was sug-
gested that persons spending below Rs 47 a day in cities 
and and Rs 32 in villages be considered poor.
The report has also recommended sweeping changes 
to the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment 
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) for allowing use of the pro-
gramme’s funds to pay for labour on private farms. An-
other of its suggestion for eliminating poverty within 5-7 
years is modest cash transfers to the poorest five fami-
lies in every village to be identified by Gram Panchayats: 
“During peak season, farmers may be permitted to hire 
MGNREGA workers by paying 75% of the wages with the 
balance paid by MGNREGA funds”.
It has also said that the Aadhaar accounts will give gov-
ernment an “excellent” database to assess the total vol-
ume of benefits accruing to each household, “which can 
pave the way for replacing myriad schemes with consoli-
dated cash transfers, except where there are compelling 
reasons to continue with in-kind transfers.”
An official source told reporters that the Aayog will seek 
the views of states on the suggestions in the report af-
ter which the Task Force’s final recommendations will be 
submitted to Prime Minister.
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Ten more States to come under food 
security scheme
As many as 10 States are set to implement National Food 
Security Act (NFSA) from April 1, taking the total number 
of States covered under the subsidized food scheme to 
21.
“From April 1, 10 States, including Gujarat, are going 
to launch the food security programme and all prepara-
tions for the smooth launch have been made,” said Un-
ion Food and Civil Supply Minister Ram Vilas Paswan in 
Ahmedabad on Monday.
The Minister held a review meeting with the officials of 
the Gujarat government and Food Corporation of India 
(FCI) on how the subsidized food programme was being 
launched in the State.
“When I took over as Minister, only 11 States had imple-
mented the programme and in those States also, there 
were many issues and challenges. We have worked to-
wards sorting out the issues and now more and more 
States are joining,” Mr. Paswan said.
In the last two years, the Centre and the States have 
worked for digitization, linking ration cards with Aadhaar, 
computerization of PDS shops and supply chain network, 
which are required to implement the act nationally.
“Of the 24.18 crore ration cards in the country, almost 99 
per cent have been digitized while 48 per cent have been 
linked with Aadhaar cards,” the Minister said.

Nuclear safety, terror to be in focus as 
PM plans three-nation tour
India will push for a global initiative against nuclear ter-
rorism at the fourth Nuclear Security Summit (NSS 2016) 
in Washington this weekend, officials told The Hindu on 
Monday.
“To safeguard the world from nuclear terrorism, India will 
ask for institutional follow-up through institutions like the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA), the United 
Nations, Interpol, and the Global Initiative to Combat 
Nuclear Terrorism (GICNT),” Amandeep Gill, Joint Sec-
retary, Disarmament Division of the Ministry of External 
Affairs, said, highlighting the need to end the nexus be-
tween state sponsors of terror and nuclear terrorism.
India has often called for measures against Pakistan for 
proliferation of nuclear materials, especially during the 
tenure of its former nuclear programme chief A.Q. Khan.
On April 1, the Indian delegation at the summit, led by 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, will also circulate a na-

tional plan and progress report covering the measures 
taken by India to prevent nuclear terrorism on the Indian 
soil. “It is during this session that the Prime Minister will 
intervene to present the steps that India has taken to pre-
vent nuclear terrorism,” Mr Gill said at an official briefing.
Mr. Modi will land in Washington after a daylong stopo-
ver in Brussels, where he will attend the 13th EU-India 
Summit and is expected to announce the restart of free 
trade negotiations which have been suspended for the 
past four years. At meetings with Belgian Prime Minister 
Charles Michel, Mr. Modi is expected to discuss coopera-
tion against terror in the aftermath of the terror attacks in 
Brussels last week. He will also address a reception for 
Indian nationals based there.
At the last leg of the three-nation tour, Mr. Modi’s trip to 
Saudi Arabia will focus on the safety and well being of In-
dian citizens in Saudi Arabia and the GCC region and on 
an uninterrupted supply of energy from the GCC region 
to India, said Mridul Kumar, Joint Secretary (Gulf), Minis-
try of External Affairs. “We have to acknowledge that the 
GCC states, led by Saudi Arabia, have never interrupted 
energy supply to India in difficult circumstances, and our 
strong energy ties indicate that we have no differences 
with Saudi Arabia in critical areas of mutual concern,” Mr. 
Kumar said.
Mr. Kumar said a separate agreement might not be 
signed with a major Saudi oil company as was earlier 
reported in the global media.

Centre to promulgate ordinance on 
Enemy Property Bill
The Union government will use the space provided to it 
by the proroguing of the Budget session – that is in re-
cess till April 24 – to seek the promulgation of an ordi-
nance related to the controversial Enemy Property Bill 
that was passed by the Lok Sabha on March 9, official 
sources told The Hindu . Fearing that the Bill will not be 
cleared by the Rajya Sabha where the government is still 
in a minority, it is resorting to the ordinance route.
Earlier, this year on January 7, too, the government had 
passed an ordinance related to the Enemy Property Bill. 
On March 9, when the Bill came up before the Lok Sab-
ha, the Opposition, with some even describing it as “anti-
minority”, had asked that it be sent to a Standing Commit-
tee. The government, however, used its majority to get it 
through the House.
Of course, the Bill to amend the original Enemy Property 
Act, 1968, was brought in by the previous UPA govern-
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ment (that too was called “anti-minority”), but with consensus on it eluding the 15th Lok Sabha, it lapsed. The 2016 
Bill is, however, an even more draconian Bill. Normally, an ordinance has to be approved by Parliament: if it is not 
cleared within six weeks of the commencement of the session, the ordinance lapses. But since the second half of the 
session is less than six weeks – roughly a month – it can continue till the monsoon session.
This comes in the wake of the Cabinet Committee on Parliamentary Affairs (CCPA) recommending proroguing of the 
Budget session, followed by the seeking and receiving of Presidential assent. This was apparently done to empower 
the Centre to “exercise legislative powers under a Proclamation issued under Article 356” regarding the Appropriation 
Bill for Uttarakhand as, according to the Centre, the Assembly did not pass the Finance Bill for 2016-’17 on the day 
of its last sitting.
In short, when a State is placed under President’s Rule, Parliament can “confer on the President the power of the 
Legislature of the State to make laws, and to authorise the President to delegate, subject to such conditions as he 
may think fit to impose, the power so conferred to any other authority to be specified by him in that behalf.”
Indeed, on March 28, in a blog entitled “A State without a Budget” that he had posted on Facebook, Union Finance 
Minister Arun Jaitley had hinted as much: “It is now incumbent upon the Central Government to ensure that steps are 
taken under Article 357 to authorise expenditure of the State with effect from 1st April 2016.”
In the wake of the India-Pakistan war of 1965, the Indian Government took over the properties and companies of 
those who migrated to Pakistan and became citizens of that country. These “Enemy Properties” – as well as the prop-
erties left behind by those who went to China after the 1962 Sino-Indian war — were vested by the Central govern-
ment in the Custodian of Enemy Property for India through the Enemy Property Act, 1968. The Central Government, 
through the Custodian, is in possession of enemy properties spread across many States.
The amendments to the Enemy Property (Amendment and Validation) Bill, 2016, passed by the Lok Sabha, intended 
to guard against claims of succession by or transfer of properties to descendants of those who migrated after the 
wars. The amendments even deny legal heirs even if they are Indian citizens any right over such property, and disal-
lows any civil court or other authority from entertaining any suit or proceeding in respect of any enemy property or any 
action taken by the Government or the Custodian.
The main aim is to negate the effect of a Supreme Court judgment of 2005 in favour of the current Raja of Mahmu-
dabad, who fought legal battles for 30 years to gain possession of the estates of his father after the latter’s death.
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FM tries change in tack to enhance govt. 
image
It’s a problem drivers in Delhi with its numerous rounda-
bouts are familiar with – turning left requires a sharper 
turn if you are driving in the right lane. Finance Minister 
Arun Jaitley attempted to do just that as he sought to dis-
pel all notions about the NDA government being a ‘Suit 
boot ki Sarkar’ in his third Budget, dedicating it to farmers, 
the poor and vulnerable sections of society while raising 
taxes on the incomes of the super-rich and introducing 
new cesses on services and cars to fund farmer welfare 
projects and infrastructure, respectively.
Mr. Jaitley’s budget for 2016-17 attempted to address 
the distress in the rural economy that has hit demand 
creation and new investments, with enhanced outlays of 
nearly Rs. 2.75 lakh crore for programmes in the social 
sector, farmer welfare and the rural sector, giving them 
more play-time in his speech than measures to improve 
the ease of doing business.
While his 111-minute speech was peppered with some 
poetry, for a change, and highlighted a new plan to 
‘Transform India’ based on action points around nine pil-
lars, references to growth and investments fell by a third 
from his maiden Budget outing in 2014-15, when the two 
were cited 65 times.
While he did acknowledge and accept a suggestion by 
Congress vice-president Rahul Gandhi to exempt Braille 
paper from taxes, Mr. Jaitley used the opportunity to also 
score political points citing several parameters on which 
the NDA government has done better than the UPA in its 
last three years.
India remained a bright spot in a weakening global econ-
omy, the Finance Minister said, despite the fact that ‘we 
inherited an economy of low growth, high inflation and 
zero investor confidence’ in the government’s capability 
to govern.
“Our initiatives in the last 21 months have not only placed 
the economy on a faster growth trajectory but have 
bridged the trust deficit, created by the previous Govern-
ment. We had to work in an unsupportive global envi-
ronment, adverse weather conditions and an obstructive 
political atmosphere,” Mr. Jaitley said, hitting out at the 
Congress-led Opposition parties.

Despite higher expenditure owing to the 7th Central Pay 
Commission and the one rank one pension norm for de-
fence forces, the Finance Minister chose to stick to the 
fiscal consolidation road map he outlined last year and 
set a 3.5 per cent of GDP target for 2016-17. “The Gov-
ernment, therefore, has to prioritise its expenditure. We 
wish to enhance expenditure in the farm and rural sector, 
the social sector, the infrastructure sector and provide for 
recapitalisation of the banks,” Mr. Jaitley said, identifying 
these as sectors that need immediate priority.
Corporate India, which was expecting a cut in tax rate in 
line with the government’s commitment to bring it down 
from 30 per cent to 25 per cent over four years, termed 
the Budget ‘pragmatic’ — a euphemism for ‘there’s not 
much in it for us.’
Mr. Jaitley did promise more reforms — in taxation, for-
eign direct investment, dispute resolution in public private 
partnership projects and banking — and offered to deal 
with the retrospective tax demands faced by the likes of 
Vodafone and Cairn through a one-time settlement that 
would waive all interest and penalties involved.

Big bang reforms in FDI guidelines
To facilitate ease of doing business for foreign investors 
and their domestic recipients, the Union Budget 2016-17 
has proposed liberalisation of foreign direct investment 
(FDI) norms in a host of sectors.
These include insurance, pension, Asset Reconstruc-
tion Companies (ARC), stock exchanges, marketing of 
food products, listed Central Public Sector Enterprises 
(CPSE) except banks and areas governed by financial 
sector regulators, falling beyond the 18 specified NBFC 
activities.
This the second time such ‘big bang’ FDI reforms are be-
ing announced by the government under Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi. In November last year, just after the BJP-
led National Democratic Alliance (NDA) suffered a huge 
defeat in the Bihar Assembly Elections, the Centre had 
similarly eased norms across 15 sectors, including de-
fence, private sector banking, construction, single brand 
retail, broadcasting and civil aviation to boost investment 
sentiment and attract more foreign capital into the coun-
try. Following these reforms and the Make in India initia-
tive, FDI during April-December 2015 in FY’16 was up 40 
per cent year-on-year to $29.5 billion.
Significantly, in a move that is in line with the union gov-
ernment’s policy of ‘cooperative and competitive feder-
alism’ as well as to ensure effective implementation of 
Bilateral Investment Treaties (BIT) signed by India with 

Economy
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other countries, the government proposed in the FY’17 
Budget to introduce a Centre-State Investment Agree-
ment.
States opting to ink these pacts with the Centre will be 
seen as more attractive destinations by foreign inves-
tors, according to the annexure to the finance minister’s 
Budget speech.
The finance ministry had in December last year brought 
out India’s Model BIT Text that will be used as a basic 
template during treaty negotiations with other countries. 
With several instances of investors suing governments 
under different BITs and claiming huge compensation for 
their ‘losses,’ these initiatives are aimed at protecting the 
government’s interests and securing their policy space. 
India has BITs with 83 countries of which 72 are opera-
tional.
Regarding insurance and the pension sectors, the FY’17 
Budget has proposed to allow foreign investment in the 
automatic route up to 49 per cent, subject to the extant 
guidelines on Indian management and control to be veri-
fied by the sectoral regulators.
In the FY’15 Budget, the government had increased the 
composite cap (including FDI and foreign institutional in-
vestment) in the insurance sector (and automatically in 
the pension sector as well) to 49 per cent from the 26 
per cent but with full Indian management and control and 
through the government approval (through Foreign In-
vestment Promotion Board or FIPB) route. Investors had 
delayed new investments in the sectors citing ambiguity 
regarding the rider specifying that management and con-
trol should be in Indian hands.
To help banks and financial institutions (FI) address the 
problem of huge bad loans, the FY’17 Budget has pro-
posed 100 per cent FDI in ARCs through automatic route. 
ARCs play a crucial role in resolution of non-performing 
assets by acquiring them from banks and FIs. The FY’17 
Budget also proposed that foreign portfolio investors will 
be allowed up to 100 per cent of each tranche in securi-
ties receipts issued by ARCs subject to sectoral caps.
The government has also proposed to allow 100 per cent 
FDI through FIPB route in marketing of food products 
produced and manufactured in India.
While trade bodies including have opposed the move 
saying it amounts to partially opening up foreign invest-
ment in multi-brand retail trade and allowing multi-nation-
als in the sector through the backdoor, Finance Minister 
Arun Jaitley justified the decision saying: “A lot of fruits 
and vegetables grown by our farmers either do not fetch 
the right prices or fail to reach the markets. Food pro-

cessing industry and trade should be more efficient. This 
move will benefit farmers, give impetus to food process-
ing industry and create vast employment opportunities.”
The FY’17 Budget has also proposed to hike the invest-
ment limit for foreign entities in Indian stock exchanges 
from five per cent to 15 per cent on par with domestic 
institutions. This move is aimed at enhancing global com-
petitiveness of Indian stock exchanges and accelerating 
adoption of best-in-class technology and global market 
practices, the government said.
Also, the existing 24 per cent limit for investment by for-
eign portfolio investors (FPI) in CPSEs other than banks, 
listed in stock exchanges, will be increased to 49 per 
cent. The move is to obviate the need for prior approv-
al of government for increasing the FPI investment, the 
government said.

‘Casual workers too covered by ESI’
In a decision giving a wide interpretation to the term ‘em-
ployee’, the Supreme Court on Tuesday held that welfare 
schemes for social security and health insurance assured 
under the Employees State Insurance Act were available 
even to casual workers.
The judgment by a Bench of Justices Gopala Gowda 
and Arun Mishra decided the status of race workers em-
ployed on the race tracks of one of the country’s oldest 
and most prestigious horse racing clubs — Royal West-
ern India Turf Club Ltd — in Mumbai.
The club, established two centuries ago, runs the iconic 
Mahalaxmi race course and the Pune race course.
The judgment, authored by Justice Mishra for the Bench, 
dismissed the club’s contention that its temporary staff 
engaged on race days for issue of tickets would not come 
under the definition of the term ‘employee’ under Section 
2(9) of the Employees State Insurance Act, 1948.
“Casual labour engaged on race track is not to be cov-
ered under the ESI Act,” the club argued.
‘Sporadic work’
It described the employees’ work as sporadic.
Disagreeing with this, the apex court observed that the 
1948 Act was a welfare legislation with a “very wide” and 
inclusive definition for the term “employee.”
“A person who is employed for wages in the factory or 
establishment on any work of, or incidental or preliminary 
to or connected with the work is covered. The definition 
brings various types of employees within its ken. The Act 
is a welfare legislation and is required to be interpreted 
so as to ensure extension of benefits to the employees 
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and not to deprive them of the same which are available 
under the Act,” the Supreme Court held.
Further, Justice Mishra corrected the club’s description of 
its race track employees. The judgment said the nature of 
their work was far from sporadic.
In fact, the apex court observed that the club’s employ-
ees’ work for the day of racing is a “perennial activity” 
which makes them entitled for the benefit of the Act.
This judgment is a sequel to an earlier verdict on the Roy-
al Western India Turf Club Ltd on July 31, 2014 by the 
Supreme Court. In that, the apex court had held that the 
turf club would fall within the meaning of the word ‘shop’ 
as mentioned in the notification issued under the ESI Act.
The court held the club liable to pay the ESI contribu-
tion in the next three months as per notification dated 
September 18, 1978 along with interest at such rate as 
provided in the Act and the rules.
It further dismissed the applications of the club with costs 
of Rs. 2 lakh payable to the ESI Corporation.

Govt. to move amendment to EPF tax 
proposal
An official release on Tuesday said Mr. Jaitley would con-
sider all suggestions. “We have received representations 
today [on Tuesday] from various sections suggesting that 
if the amount of 60 per cent of corpus is not invested in 
annuity products, the tax should be levied only on accu-
mulated returns on the corpus and not on the contributed 
amount,” it said.
Still confusion on the intention of this proposal remained 
through the day despite the official statement, including 
from Revenue Secretary Hasmukh Adhia. The confusion 
was caused by the speech and the Finance Bill Mr. Jait-
ley tabled to amend the Income Tax Act for this provision 
as they say separate things.
While as per the Finance Minister’s budget speech, 60 
per cent of the total corpus, which consists of employ-
er’s contribution, employee’s contribution and interest 
on both, will be taxable on withdrawal, the Finance Bill 
says something else. The Bill proposes amendments to 
the Income Tax law that will make 60 per cent of the em-
ployee contributions part, of the accumulated balance, 
tax free. “While the Finance Bill seeks to tax the corpus, 
the government has received representations suggest-
ing that the tax should only be on the interest accrued... 
Therefore, the Finance Minister has agreed to revisit the 
budget proposal,” Mr. Adhia told The Hindu .
The new proposal under consideration is that interest 
accrued on 60 per cent of contributions made after April 
1, 2016 will not attract any tax on withdrawal unless in-

vested in an annuity plan, Mr. Adhia said. The contribu-
tions and interest accrued to the EPF before that and the 
withdrawal of principal after the cut-off date would remain 
tax-free, he said.
The official statement reiterated the position in the budg-
et documents.
Of the total corpus, 40 per cent withdrawn at the time of 
retirement will be tax exempt in the case of recognised 
provident fund and the NPS, it said. In the case of em-
ployees of private companies, if they place the remaining 
60 per cent in annuity, out of which they can get regular 
pension, no tax is chargeable, it said. In other words, ac-
cording to the release, the entire corpus will be tax-free, 
if invested in annuity.
The other change, according to this release, introduced 
by the budget, is that when the original corpus goes in 
the hands of the heirs on the death of the person invest-
ing in annuity, then again there will be no tax. The budget 
proposal does not affect three crore subscribers of the 
around 3.7 crore contributing members of EPFO as their 
investments within the statutory wage limit of Rs.15,000 a 
month, the release said. The proposal affects only about 
60 lakh contributing members who have accepted EPF 
voluntarily and they are “highly-paid “employees of pri-
vate sector companies, who can withdraw their savings 
without any tax liability, it said. “We are changing this... 
What we are saying is that such an employee can with-
draw without tax liability provided he contributes 60 per 
cent in annuity product so that pension security can be 
created for him according to his earning level… However, 
if he chooses not to put any amount in annuity product, 
the tax would not be charged on 40 per cent,” the release 
said.

EPF tax: govt. in damage control mode
Tax benefits on the Employees’ Provident Fund (EPF) 
are not meant for those who earn Rs. 2 crore a month, 
Revenue Secretary Hasmukh Adhia told The Hindu , 
mounting a strong defense of the Budget proposal to tax 
60 per cent of EPF savings at the time of withdrawal on 
retirement. The Finance Minister will now take a fresh 
call on the issue, the government said in a statement on 
Tuesday.
Faced with a strong and immediate backlash from the 
salaried class, political parties and trade unions, the 
Prime Minister’s Office stepped in to take stock of the 
issue as well as the intent behind the proposal early in 
the day, holding a fairly long parley with Finance Minister 
Arun Jaitley and top finance ministry officials.
By noon on Tuesday, the revenue secretary had clarified 
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in an interview to All India Radio that the tax would only 
be applicable on interest income paid on EPF savings 
and if an employee chose to buy an annuity with 60 per 
cent of his EPF account balance at retirement, it would 
be tax-free.
This position, however, changed further three hours later, 
with the finance ministry issuing a clarification stating that 
the idea to tax interest income was only based on some 
representations received today by the government and 
will be considered by the FM before passage of the Fi-
nance Bill, along with other suggestions on the proposal.
“We have also received representations asking for not 
having any monetary limit on the employer contribution 
under EPF, because such a limit is not there in NPS (Na-
tional Pension Scheme). The Finance Minister would be 
considering all these suggestions and taking a view on 
it in due course,” the ministry said in a statement issued 
Tuesday afternoon.
Mr. Adhia, who met The Hindu shortly afterward, defend-
ed both the tax proposal on EPF savings and the related 
announcement to cap tax-free employer contributions 
into EPF at Rs. 1.5 lakh a year. Similar employer con-
tributions into the NPS are allowed up to 10 per cent of 
salary without any limit.
“The rationale is that Rs.1.5 lakh is a big sum. If Rs.1.5 
lakh is 12 per cent (of salary), how much is 100 per cent… 
about Rs.15 lakh income. Do we need to encourage, say, 
Mukesh Ambani who gets Rs. 2 crore salary per month 
to also get a tax exemption benefit?” Adhia said, adding 
that even bank deposits should be tax-free in that case.
“People unnecessarily misuse the EPF route for tax 
avoidance,” Adhia said, highlighting that out of the 3.70 
crore active EPF accounts, around 3 crore belong to 
those who earn less than Rs.15,000 a month, the statu-
tory limit for compulsory EPF contributions at the rate of 
24 per cent of salary.
“When NPS (created in 2004) was not there, EPF was 
given the exempt-exempt-exempt (EEE) tax status main-
ly for the 3 crore people, not the 70 lakh high-income 
people who were allowed to join EPF on a voluntary ba-
sis,” the revenue secretary said, pointing out that even 
people contributing Rs. 12 lakh a month into their EPF 
accounts ‘got complete tax exemption.’
An investment instrument with EEE status means that all 
contributions, the return on them and the withdrawal of 
the accumulated corpus are tax-free. The NPS so far has 
an EET regime that taxes only withdrawals on retirement.
While Mr. Jaitley, in his Budget speech, had introduced 
the EPF tax provision as a sop for the NPS, to create a 

level playing field between them, there was no mention 
of the condition that those who invest 60 per cent of their 
EPF corpus in annuities will be exempted from the tax.
The revenue secretary also said comparisons with gov-
ernment employees, whose retirement savings are 
parked in the general provident fund (GPF) and would 
remain tax-free, weren’t fair.
“In the case of GPF, only the employee is contributing, 
there is no employer contribution. That’s why private em-
ployees get 24 per cent of salaries as tax-free contribu-
tions to EPF, while in the case of GPF it is only 8.33 per 
cent that we have to contribute,” Mr. Adhia said. He said 
the move was meant to encourage old age pensions that 
are not an obvious choice with senior citizens because of 
the belief that their children would look after them in their 
later years.
“The government is only indirectly encouraging people 
to go for annuity and get a monthly pension. Who will 
take care of their pension requirement if there is a contin-
gency? ” he asked.

‘Budget could help achieve 4% growth in 
agriculture sector’
Union Agriculture Minister Radha Mohan Singh on Tues-
day said the Union Budget would put the agricultural sec-
tor towards path of progress and would help in address-
ing agriculture distress and achieve 4 per cent growth.
“Budgetary provision of Rs.35,984 crore for Agriculture 
and Farmers Welfare Ministry – 2016-2017 manifests 
that NDA government is committed to villages, the poor 
and farmers,” Mr. Singh said, addressing a press confer-
ence here.
“Governments positive steps coupled with a good mon-
soon could help agriculture sector grow at 4 per cent in 
the next fiscal year,” he added. He said the government 
aims to double the income of farmers in the next five 
years. “We also intend to multiply yield per unit, a better 
return of the products related to farmers,” he said.

Government announces third round of 
Gold Bond Scheme
he government announced that the application window 
for the third tranche of the Sovereign Gold Bond (SGB) 
scheme will be March 8-14 and the bonds issued on 
March 29.
The first tranche of the scheme, unveiled in Novem-
ber 2015, attracted 62,169 applications for 915.9 kg of 
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gold worth Rs. 246.2 crore. This subdued performance 
prompted the government to tweak the scheme’s rules to 
make it easier to buy the bonds.
The second tranche, which opened in January 2016, met 
with greater success, attracting 3.16 lakh applications for 
2,790 kg of gold worth Rs.726 crore.
“The Government of India, in consultation with the Re-
serve Bank of India, has decided to issue third tranche 
of SGB. Applications for the bond will be accepted from 
March 8, 2016 to March 14, 2016. The Bonds will be is-
sued on March 29, 2016.
The Bonds will be sold through banks, Stock Holding 
Corporation of India Ltd. (SHCIL) and designated Post 
Offices,” according to a statement from the government 
on Friday.
The announcement of the third tranche of the scheme 
comes at a time when gold prices are rallying—the yel-
low metal opened on Thursday in Mumbai at Rs.29,195 
per 10 grams of 995 purity, its highest price since May 
14, 2014.
Strike
In addition, jewellers across the country are on strike 
against Finance Minister Arun Jaitley’s Budget proposal 
to impose 1 per cent excise duty on jewellery.
The government on Friday clarified that the excise duty 
would be applicable only on jewellers having a turnover 
exceeding Rs.12 crore a year. “Jewellers having turnover 
below Rs.12 crore during preceding financial year will be 
eligible for exemption upto Rs. 6 crore during the finan-
cial year. Such small jewellers will be eligible for exemp-
tions upto Rs.50 lakh for the month of March, 2016,” the 
government said.
“Even for this nominal 1 per cent excise duty, manufac-
turers are allowed to take credit of input services, which 
can be utilised for payment of duty on jewellery,” it clari-
fied.The government’s plan behind the SGB scheme is to 
encourage those who use gold as a store of value to in-
stead invest in the gold bonds as opposed to the physical 
yellow metal itself. The idea, among others, is to reduce 
India’s substantial gold imports, which were at $2.9 billion 
in January 2016, up 85 per cent over the same month 
of the previous year. The bonds, issued by the Reserve 
Bank of India on behalf of the government, have a tenor 
of eight years with an exit option from the fifth year on-
wards.
The maximum quantity which can be subscribed is 500 
grams per person per financial year and the interest rate 
on the bonds are set at 2.75 per cent per annum, payable 
on a half-yearly basis.

Government to set up panel for 
consolidation of state-run lenders
The government will soon set up an expert group to look 
into consolidation of public sector banks as the country 
needs stronger rather than a large number of banks, Fi-
nance Minister Arun Jaitley said.
He also said the government is considering ESOPs for 
PSU bank officials besides strengthening the SARFAESI 
Act and Debt Recovery Tribunals to deal with the prob-
lems of stressed assets that are estimated at around 
Rs.8 lakh crore.
Addressing a press conference at the conclusion of the 
second edition of Gyan Sangam, Jaitley said that consoli-
dation in the banking sector was discussed at the meet-
ing and bankers themselves have suggested that an ex-
pert group should be set up soon to look into the issue.
“We will consider that suggestion,” the minister said add-
ing that the country needs stronger banks rather than 
large number of lenders.
There could be niche banks and banks which could sur-
vive independently and sustain themselves well, he said, 
observing that the Gyan Sangam strongly supported the 
idea of consolidation in the banking sector. The other 
idea which was suggested at the meeting was to reward 
the public sector bank employees with Employee Stock 
Ownership Plan (ESOP), he said.
“Government is considering (the proposal of ESOP for 
bank employees). It is in very advanced stage... It has 
been long standing demand, and is (under) an active 
consideration,” Jaitley said. With regard to the rising 
Non—Performing Assets or bad loans, Jaitley said that 
besides strengthening the institutional mechanism, the 
government has been taking sector specific decisions to 
deal with the problems in segments like power, highways, 
sugar and steel.
Giving details of the deliberations during the conclave, 
Jaitley said there are suggestions to amend SARFAESI 
ACT and also expedite the DRT process by some more 
amendments to law.
“The Department of Financial Services is working in that 
direction and work is in fairly advanced stage,” he said, 
adding that DRT will become the country’s first online 
court. “We are anxiously waiting for report of the Joint 
Committee on Bankruptcy and Insolvency Law. That will 
create a structural and institutional mechanism which will 
help the bank as lenders,” the minister said.
On the NPA situation in the banking sector, Jaitley said 
banks are taking steps to recovery bad loans. “As far as 
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recovery is concerned, whatever steps have to be taken 
with regard to recovery banks have various rights for 
recovery through DRT, SDR... Neither loan waiver has 
been given to anyone, nor will be given,” he said.
In the current global environment, Jaitley said, banks 
have to take all the measures in order to clean up their 
books by effecting recoveries. He also said that there are 
some sector specific decisions which are required to be 
taken by the government. These include, power, high-
ways, sugar and steel.
To a question related to setting up of a ‘bad bank’, Min-
ister of State for Finance Jayant Sinha said the issues 
related to asset reconstruction companies and stressed 
assets were discussed.

Economy will ‘absolutely not’ experience 
hard landing: China
China’s economy isn’t headed for a hard landing and isn’t 
dragging on the global economy, China’s top economic 
planner said on Sunday, but uncertainty and instability 
in the global economy do pose a risk to the country’s 
growth.
China on Saturday acknowledged it faced tough battle to 
keep world’s No. 2 economy growing by at least 6.5 per 
cent over the next five years while pushing hard to create 
more jobs and restructuring state-owned enterprises.
The comments, as Beijing kicked off its 12-day annual 
national parliament, underscored the challenges facing 
China as its economy transitions from an investment and 
export focused economy to one based more on services 
and consumption.
“China will absolutely not experience a hard landing,” Xu 
Shaoshi, head of the National Development and Reform 
Commission (NDRC), told reporters at a briefing. “These 
predictions of a hard landing are destined to come to 
nothing.”
China’s economy grew 6.9 per cent in 2015, the slowest 
pace in a quarter of a century, but still comfortably the 
fastest among major economies.
It has set a growth target of 6.5 per cent to 7 per cent for 
this year, introducing a band rather than a hard target 
as it seeks greater flexibility in juggling growth, job crea-
tion and restructuring of a host of “zombie companies” in 
bloated industries.
On Saturday, Premier Li Keqiang outlined a series of tar-
gets on issues such as energy consumption, job creation 
and inflation but few details on how they would be met.
Many investors had been hoping China would post an 
aggressive target for fiscal spending to prop growth.

But the draft goal of running a fiscal deficit equivalent to 3 
per cent of GDP, while up from the previous year’s target 
of 2.3 per cent, disappointed some.
Mr. Xu emphasised that China will work to improve the 
“efficiency” of government investment, suggesting a de-
sire for more targeted spending.
That would be a contrast to the last stimulus injection af-
ter the global financial crisis when Chinese local govern-
ments built ghost cities, roads to nowhere and airports to 
juice growth.
China has massive foreign exchange reserves of more 
than $3 trillion to tap if needed, but a sharp decline in re-
serves in the past 18 months as Beijing sought to support 
its yuan has rattled some investors.
Central bank Vice Governor Yi Gang on Sunday reiter-
ated Beijing will keep the yuan basically stable and there 
was no basis for continued depreciation.
New normal
The state of China’s economy and Beijing’s ability to man-
age it were key talking points at a Group of 20 finance 
ministers and central bankers in Shanghai last month.
Mr. Li said China has the confidence to handle the com-
plexities both at home and abroad while pressing ahead 
with reforms.
“In general, I think China’s economy performance has 
stayed at a reasonable range (since 2015),” Mr. Xu said, 
adding that the Chinese economy shouldn’t be viewed 
through traditional perspectives.
“First, we should look from the angle that the economy 
has entered the ‘new normal’ period,” he said, in which 
growth rates have shifted and the economy’s growth en-
gines are changing towards services from investment.
In the run-up to parliament, Beijing has flagged major job 
losses in the country’s bloated coal and steel industries. 
But plans to reduce industrial over-capacity were unlikely 
to result in large-scale layoffs, Mr. Xu said.
Economic growth will create more jobs and help offset 
the impact of capacity cuts, he said.
Nonetheless, the broader world economy poses chal-
lenges to China this year, Mr. Xu said.
“First, we estimate the slow recovery and low growth 
rates in the world’s economy will continue for a period of 
time,” he said. “Also we could not overlook the risks from 
unstable (global) financial markets, falling prices of com-
modities and risks of geopolitics.”

Proposals of the Companies Law 
Committee – A case of good spring-
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cleaning
The Committee appointed by the Government of India to 
suggest changes in the Companies Act, 2013 and Rules 
made thereunder, in the interests of various stakehold-
ers, has submitted its report.
On perusal of the report, one gathers an impression that 
the Committee has endorsed the core of the Companies 
Act, 2013.
Except for a few changes to the Companies Act, 2013, 
all other proposals, by and large, are clarificatory or cor-
rectional in nature.
Generic object clause
The Committee has suggested that Section 4 (1)(c) of the 
Companies Act, 2013 should be amended to allow com-
panies to have a generic object clause to engage in any 
lawful activity or business as per the law for the time be-
ing in force. This proposal is based on Section 31 of the 
Companies Act, 2006 of the U.K. To supplant this English 
Law on to the Indian sub soil without regard to the ground 
realities of Indian business is highly misleading.
While Indian enterprise is legendry, it is also true that the 
wild propensities of some Indian promoters have many a 
time led to the phenomena of vanishing companies and 
sick companies with wealthy promoters. In the Indian 
context, a fundamental change in the business of a com-
pany without shareholders’ consent would not at all be 
in the interests of the investing public. Ease of doing the 
business should not be at the cost of the investing public. 
Hence, this proposal should be dropped.
Subsidiaries
The Committee has suggested that the present prohibi-
tion against more than two layers of subsidiaries for in-
vestments should be done away with.
While the Committee recognises that numerous layers 
of subsidiaries are created to hide the source of funds 
so as to siphon off money, the Committee has sought 
to omit this provision in the Companies Act, 2013 in or-
der not to impede the efficacy of corporate structuring. 
The Committee has also said that with the new definition 
of ‘beneficial interest’ relating to ownership of shares in 
companies, the abuse of various layers of subsidiaries 
for illicit purposes would be contained.
When India is yet to tackle the humongous problem of 
black money, any provision in the existing law, which 
aims at addressing such a problem, albeit in a limited 
way, should not be done away with unless reasonable 
experience is gained in administering such a law over 
a period of 10–15 years. It is true that certain industries 
like in the infrastructure sector, multiple subsidiaries are 

required to conduct business.
To address such business needs, the Central Govern-
ment may be empowered to allow such industries as may 
be prescribed to have multiple subsidiaries beyond two 
layers, instead of completely doing away with any prohi-
bition on more than two layers of subsidiaries.
Independent directors
When it comes to independent directors, Section 149 of 
the Companies Act, 2013 says that an independent direc-
tor cannot have any pecuniary relationship with the com-
pany in which he is appointed as an independent director 
or with its satellites during the last two financial years or 
in the current year.
A similar provision in SEBI Regulations for listed compa-
nies says that an independent director should not have 
material pecuniary relationship with a company or with its 
satellites in the last two financial years or in the current 
year.
The Committee has suggested that the test of materiality 
for the purpose of determining whether pecuniary rela-
tionship could impact the independence of an individual 
to be an independent director may be introduced in the 
law itself. On the face of it, this recommendation of the 
Committee may not seem unwelcome. However, given 
the ground reality in India that independence of directors 
is perceptibly not a common factor, any amendment to 
the existing law, which has the potential to reduce inde-
pendence of directors, should not be supported at all, 
even at the cost of some inconvenience. The recommen-
dation of Dr. Irani Committee to allow independent direc-
tors to have transactions up to 10 per cent of the turnover 
of a company of which he is the independent director, 
was fortunately not accepted and brought into law.
Now to allow a leeway in the law by providing a test for 
materiality may open up the Pandora’s Box. This may 
perceptibly weaken the institution of independent direc-
tors. Therefore, such an amendment in the law is not de-
sirable.
Managing Director-Definition
The definition of a managing director under the Compa-
nies Act, 2013 is almost identical with the definition un-
der the Companies Act, 1956. However, unlike under the 
Companies Act, 1956, under the Companies Act, 2013, 
the proviso saying that the managing director should be 
allowed to exercise his powers subject to the superin-
tendence control and direction of the Board of directors, 
has been omitted.
The Committee has rejected a suggestion to insert the 
above proviso in the definition of managing director by 



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 19
  News and Events of March 2016

Vo
l. 

19
  M

ar
.  

20
16

Visit Aspirantforum.com for guidance and study material for IAS Exam.

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

saying that board’s oversight is implicit in the definition of 
the managing director itself even without such a proviso.
To reach such an unexplained conclusion in a litigious 
country like India may be counter productive. It is desir-
able to restore such a proviso in the definition of the man-
aging director under the Companies Act, 2013.
All other proposals of the Committee by and large are 
clarificatory and correctional in nature and are quite 
wholesome.
Other proposals
When it comes to the National Financial Reporting Au-
thority (NFRA), the following views of the Committee are 
quite appropriate:
“The Committee deliberated in detail on the matter and 
felt that in view of the critical nature of responsibilities 
wherein lapses have been seen to cause serious re-
percussions, the need for an independent body to over-
see the profession is a requirement of the day. Major 
economies of the world have already established such 
regulatory bodies. The Committee by a majority view 
recommended that NFRA should be established early. 
Consultation may, however, be carried out with ICAI with 
regard to the jurisdiction of NFRA and the ICAI repre-
sentation on NFRA.”It is highly desirable that NFRA is 
established at the earliest.
As suggested by the Committee, the provisions relating 
to the constitution of the National Company Law Tribu-
nal and the National Law Appellate Tribunal should be 
amended to conform to the Supreme Court of India’s 
order of May, 2015. Otherwise, such a tribunal may be-
come a still born baby.
Conclusion
Law is as good as it is administered. The Companies Act, 
2013 is a modern law for a rising India. It is important that 
the administrators of such a law have a mindset keep-
ing with the spirit of such a law. Unless transformative 
changes are brought about in its administration, the felt 
purpose of such a law would be lost. Therefore, the pow-
ers that be should address this issue effectively so that 
India becomes a beckoning economy for the world.

ED files money-laundering case
The ED has received a copy of the CBI case of corrup-
tion and criminal conspiracy registered in October last 
against Mr. Mallya as director of Kingfisher Airlines, Mr. 
Raghunathan and unknown IDBI officials. It has sought 
the loan-sanction papers from the bank for scrutiny.
The ED will soon summon Mr. Mallya and the other ac-
cused to record their statements.

The CBI, in its own case, has alleged that the loan was 
sanctioned and disbursed to the company in violation of 
banking rules. The agency had quizzed Mr. Mallya in this 
connection in December last year.
A preliminary enquiry into the allegations was initiated 
about four years ago. The agency found that bank of-
ficials “colluded” with Kingfisher Airlines’ promoters or di-
rectors and the chief financial officer to sanction the loan 
despite an adverse internal audit report highlighting the 
risks involved.

In fact, the firm had defaulted on repayment of loans from 
a consortium of 17 banks, of which IDBI was a part.
The company owed about Rs.7,800 crore to the State 
Bank of India-led consortium.
The Directorate’s move to investigate money-laundering 
charges comes in the backdrop of the Karnataka High 
Court order last week to issue notice to Mr. Mallya and 
nine others based on a petition filed by SBI and 12 other 
banks.

Do not overstate bad loans crisis: FM
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley and Reserve Bank of India 
Governor Raghuram Rajan have cautioned against over-
emphasising the issue of bad loans at banks and wilful 
defaulters as this could hamper growth.
“We don’t want to create a situation where we overstate 
the crisis and in the process the whole activity of lending 
for growth itself starts suffering because people become 
extraordinarily defensive,” Mr. Jaitley said while briefing 
reporters after a meeting with the RBI Board on Saturday. 
“We don’t want to reach that situation,” he said.
Mr. Rajan said the economy was recovering and that 
he was satisfied with the quantum of capital infusion 
promised to banks by the finance minister in his budget 
speech.
“We have to be careful that we penalise criminal action 
but at the same time we don’t indulge in a broad fish-
ing expedition which then becomes a reason for banks 
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to get worried about making loans which then hamper 
the recovery as well as hamper the absolutely important 
investments in infrastructure that have to take place,” Mr. 
Rajan said. The amount of Rs.25,000 crore, earmarked 
for capital infusion for public sector banks, was “reason-
able.”
“The combination of the capital put in by the government 
and the capital put in by the RBI should be enough,” the 
RBI Governor said.
The gross non-performing assets (NPAs) of the public 
sector banks increased from 5.43 per cent, or Rs 2,67,065 
lakh crore at the end of March 2015 to 7.30 per cent or 
Rs 3,61,731 lakh crore in December 2015, according to 
a Press Trust of India report. Mr. Jaitley expressed hope 
that the NPA situation, which has been created on ac-
count of an overall economic environment and slowdown 
in certain sectors, would see improvement.
“As the revival of those sectors takes place, you will 
certainly find cleaning up of balance sheets, which also 
takes place because over the next few quarters they 
would probably have a possibility of reviving,” he said.
The Index of Industrial Production (IIP) numbers for Jan-
uary, at -1.5 per cent, represented the third consecutive 
month of contraction in industrial activity.
“We are in recovery. This is something we have said be-
fore. It is still volatile, however. It is not the strong and 
sustained growth that we need. Not all the indicators are 
moving in the same direction. The IIP numbers, for ex-
ample, were disappointing. But there is a recovery taking 
place,” Mr. Rajan said. On the issue of wilful defaulters, in 
the wake of Vijay Mallya’s massive default on loans and 
subsequent departure from the country, Mr. Jaitely said: 
“So it’s that limited category where there is some kind of 
a prima facie misconduct or misdemeanour, which has 
taken place by the individual. It’s those areas which will 
be looked into differently.”
Minister of State for Finance Jayant Sinha said the cen-
tral bank “has done a commendable job in defining the 
different types of accounts. Banks have been embold-
ened to take stronger penal action against wilful default-
ers. These defaulters cannot access the financial system 
any more, once they have been classified as wilful de-
faulters,”
Finance Minister Jaitley said that the RBI Board had 
many suggestions and questions regarding the budget, 
one of them being for the extension of the Direct Ben-
efit Transfer-Aadhaar platform to the interest subvention 
benefits offered by the government.
“We had a lively discussion. There were a substantial 
number of compliments on the budget and the focus 

of fiscal responsibility as well as the number of reform 
measures,” Mr. Rajan said.

Govt. hopes to pass Bankruptcy, GST 
Bills
The National Democratic Alliance government hopes 
to press the accelerator on reforms and pass the land-
mark Constitution (122nd Amendment) Bill for a national 
Goods and Services Tax (GST) and a separate Bill for 
Bankruptcy and Insolvency Code, 2015, in the second 
half of the Budget session beginning April 20, Union Fi-
nance Minister Arun Jaitley said on Sunday.

The current session of Parliament has already seen the 
passage of one landmark legislation two days ago, Mr. 
Jaitley said, referring to the Aadhaar (Targeted Delivery 
of Financial and other Subsidies and Services) Bill, 2016.
The legislation meant to provide statutory backing to the 
unique identification number was passed last week.
“I do hope to see another two being passed in the sec-
ond part of the session with regard to the bankruptcy and 
insolvency laws and GST,” he said, addressing the Ad-
vancing Asia Conference.
The passage of the GST and the bankruptcy and insol-
vency laws, he said, would give a major fillip to India’s 
reforms process.

Twists and turns in Fiscal Responsibility 
Act
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley’s statement during his 
Budget speech that “a time has come to review the work-
ing of the FRBM (Fiscal Responsibility and Budget Man-
agement) Act” is not the first time that governments have 
tried to create more wriggle room out of the strict fiscal 
parameters set in the Act.
The idea of a Fiscal Responsibility Act was first intro-
duced by then Finance Minister Yashwant Sinha (in-
cidentally, the father of the current Minister of State for 
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Finance Jayant Sinha) in his Budget speech of 2000-01. 
“For medium-term management of the fiscal deficit we 
also need the support of a strong institutional mechanism 
embodied in a Fiscal Responsibility Act,” the senior Mr 
Sinha said at the time, adding that he had set up a com-
mittee to examine the issue and recommend how to best 
move forward.
This committee, under the chairpersonship of the then 
Secretary of Economic Affairs E.A.S Sarma, referred to 
fiscal rules of around 20 countries including those of the 
US, Canada, Japan, Brazil, South Africa and the Euro-
pean Union. After its deliberations, it came up with a draft 
Bill which mandated reducing the revenue deficit to nil 
within five financial year starting April 1, 2001 and also 
bringing down the fiscal deficit to two per cent of the GDP 
in the same period.
Major concern
However, a major concern surrounding the draft Bill at 
the time was not the strictness of these fiscal parameters, 
but the Bill’s provision for a Fiscal Management Review 
Committee. This committee was to be chaired by the 
Prime Minister and had the Finance Minister, Speaker, 
Chairman of the Lok Sabha, the Leaders of the Opposi-
tion in both houses of Parliament, the Comptroller and 
Auditor General (CAG) of India and the Governor of the 
Reserve Bank of India as its members.
The CAG immediately disagreed with the creation of 
such a committee and placed its dissent on record in the 
E.A.S Sarma Committee Report. “The proposed commit-
tee will be an encroachment on the prerogative of the 
finance minister, who has to present reports/policy state-
ments of the government to the Parliament for its con-
sideration and debate. In fact, such a body shall create 
unanticipated legal and procedural problems,” the CAG’s 
dissenting note said.
“[The] setting up of a Fiscal Management Committee 
through statute is not consistent with the existing Consti-
tutional arrangements and it goes against the basic struc-
ture of the Constitution,” the note added.
Oversight
In other words, such oversight would hamstring the fi-
nance minister and would lay unnecessary pressure on 
his ability to meet the FRBM targets.
The Fiscal Responsibility and Budget Management Bill, 
2000 was examined by a Standing Committee on Fi-
nance, chaired by Shivraj Patil, which placed its recom-
mendations in front of Parliament in December 2000.
The overall view of the Committee was pretty straight-
forward. Planned deficit financing is a good idea as long 
as it creates productive assets, according to the report. 

“However, the numerical ceilings and the time frame set 
for attaining the said levels induce excessive rigidity into 
the decision making depriving the Governments of the 
flexibility needed to respond to the exigencies in an ap-
propriate manner, to serve the national interest best.” 
More interesting than this view was the number of dis-
senting notes—no less than four—and the vehemence 
of dissent the issue brought forth. One note, in particular, 
exemplified all that was considered wrong with the FRBM 
Act.
Political will
“The objective of this Bill is to impose some self-discipline 
on the government on fiscal matters. But this is no more 
than an eyewash. If the government has the required 
political will to control deficit, then it does not need any 
legislation. If, on the other hand, it lacks political will in 
this matter, no amount of legislative self discipline would 
work,” according to the dissenting note, by Biplab Das-
gupta and Prabodh Panda, both Members of Parliament.
“If the government can pass the Bill, say tomorrow, it is 
equally possible for it to withdraw the Bill day after tomor-
row. As long as the Government enjoys majority in Lok 
Sabha, it can make or unmake a Bill umpteen times,” the 
note added, understandably oblivious of Parliamentary 
politics post-2010.
In any case, the FRBM Bill was passed by Parliament in 
2003 and put into place in 2004. The targets set by the 
Act for the government was to bring the revenue defi-
cit down to zero and the fiscal deficit to below three per 
cent of GDP by 2008-09, among other procedural rules. 
A committee was formed under Vijay Kelkar to put forth a 
roadmap for the implementation of the Act.
Flexibility
The 13{+t}{+h}Finance Commission reviewed the Act 
in 2009 and reiterated the view of Shivraj Patil Stand-
ing Committee report that the numerical ceilings needed 
greater flexibility and that there was a need to keep in the 
mind the effect global economic events could have on 
these targets.
“First, we recommend that the MTFP (Medium Term Fi-
nancial Plan) make explicit the values of the parameters 
underlying expenditure and revenue projections and the 
band within which these parameters can vary while re-
maining consistent with FRBMA targets. This will enable 
the government to make an evidence-based case for 
relaxation of these targets, should such circumstances 
arise,” according to the 13{+t}{+h}Finance Commission’s 
report’s chapter named ‘Revised Roadmap for Fiscal 
Consolidation’.
“Second, we recommend that the FRBMA specify the na-
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ture of shocks that would require a relaxation of FRBM 
targets. These would include agro-climatic events of a 
national (rather than regional or state-specific) dimen-
sion, global recessions impacting the country’s exports 
and shocks caused by domestic or external events like 
asset price bubbles or systemic crises in important sec-
tors like the financial markets,” it added.
Following these recommendations, the Act was amended 
via the Finance Act 2012. One of the amendments was 
that, along with the Medium-Term Fiscal Policy State-
ment, Fiscal Policy Strategy Statement and the Macro-
economic Framework Statement, the Central Govern-
ment would also have to lay a Medium Term Expenditure 
Framework Statement before Parliament.
Big change
Another big change made in the amendment was that, 
instead of targeting the revenue deficit, the FRBM Act 
would target a new concept, the ‘effective revenue defi-
cit’—the difference between revenue deficit and grants 
for creation of capital assets. In essence, this placed cap-
ital expenditure out of the purview of the revenue deficit.
Finally, the dates by which the effective revenue deficit 
and fiscal deficit targets were to be met were extended. 
The effective revenue deficit was to be eliminated the fis-
cal deficit was to be below three per cent by March 2015.
These targets were once again revised in the Finance Act 
2015, pushing the dates of achievement to March 2018.
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley’s plan to review the FRBM 
Act, and Minister of State for Finance Jayant Sinha’s 
statement on Tuesday about the need for a “dynamic, 
more flexible approach to fiscal management” should be 
seen as yet another step in this long chain of events.
It is telling that Mr Jaitley wants a review of the Act to 
take place. History shows that almost every time such a 
review or amendment to the FRBM Act has taken place, 
the Finance Ministry has received greater breathing room 
to achieve its fiscal targets.

Govt cuts interest rates payable on small 
savings, PM to inaugurate Krishi U nnati 
Mela today
In a move to reach out to farmers across the country, 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi on Saturday will inaugu-
rate a three day event for farmers. In other news, on Fri-
day, the government slashed the interest rates payable 
on small savings, a move that is likely to hit the common 
man. The Supreme Court on Friday also reviewed their 
previous ruling on the use of photographs for government 

advertisements.
Interest rates cut on public provident fund, 
other small savings schemes
In a move that will hit the common man, the government 
on Friday slashed interest rates payable on small sav-
ings including Public Provident Fund and Kisan Vikas 
Patra (KVP) in a bid to align them closer to market rates. 
Though this will hurt the small savers, it is expected to 
facilitate further rate cuts by the central and commercial 
banks. The move has been criticised by opposition par-
ties. Read More
SC allows photos of chief ministers, gover-
nors, ministers in govt ads
Reviewing its previous ruling, the Supreme Court on 
Friday permitted the use of photographs of governors, 
chief ministers, Union and state cabinet ministers in gov-
ernment advertisements. The earlier ruling allowed only 
the photographs of the President, prime minister and the 
chief justice of India (CJI). The court’s guidelines came 
after two non-profits Centre for Public Interest Litigation 
(CPIL) and Common Cause moved the court against 
wasteful government expenditure on advertising. Read 
More .
PM Narendra Modi to inaugurate Krishi Unnati 
Mela today
Prime Minister Narendra Modi will inaugurate three-day 
‘Krishi Unnati Mela’ on Saturday which will provide infor-
mation on new farm schemes and technologies that will 
help farmers double their incomes within the next few 
years. To reach out to farmers, the ministry will live tel-
ecast the event in panchayats across the country. The 
government in their budget last month had announced a 
range of initiatives to improve the prevailing conditions in 
the agriculture sector. 

Govt to borrow Rs3.55 trillion from bond 
markets in first half of FY17
In the first six months of 2016-17, the centre will borrow 
from the bond markets Rs.3.55 trillion, or 59% of its total 
borrowings for the fiscal year, Shaktikanta Das, econom-
ic affairs secretary in the finance ministry said.
“Taking into account the repayment of Rs.1.07 lakh crore, 
the net borrowing in the first half will be Rs.2.48 lakh 
crore, or 58% of the total net borrowing,” Das said in a 
press meet on Friday.
This would mean that on an average, the government will 
borrow Rs.14,000-15,000 crore from the market every 
week through auctions that the Reserve Bank of India 
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(RBI) will conduct. “In the first half, there will be 24 auc-
tions. In the first three-to-four-months, the auction size will 
be around Rs.15,000 crore and in the last two-to-three 
months of the first half of the fiscal, the auction size will 
be around Rs.14,000 crore per auction,” said Das while 
announcing the borrowing calendar.
Borrowings through Treasury bills between April and June 
will be Rs.27,000 crore, Das added.
In the 2016-17 Union budget, the government pegged its 
aggregate gross market borrowing at Rs.6 trillion, while 
assuring that it would maintain its fiscal deficit at 3.5% of 
gross domestic product (GDP).
Bond market participants expect the borrowing to be 
largely manageable, given that the borrowing in the first 
half of a fiscal is always 60% or more of the aggregate. “It 
is a manageable borrowing. The front-loading of borrow-
ings is a normal practice and what would now matter is 
how liquidity is managed. Overall, there would be a posi-
tive reaction from the market,” said N.S. Venkatesh, exec-
utive director and chief financial officer of IDBI Bank Ltd.
Maximum borrowings will be through bonds with a matu-
rity of 10-14 years, followed by those with a maturity less 
than five years, Das added. About Rs.1.9 trillion, or 54% 
of the borrowing, would be through 10-14-year bonds and 
19% would be through bonds with a maturity less than five 
years. The rest would be borrowed through bonds with a 
maturity of 15 years and above, a release from the minis-
try showed.
Historically, the government borrows the maximum 
through the 10-year maturity bonds, considered the 
benchmark and the most-traded security in the market. 
Long-term government securities having a maturity of be-
yond 15 years are typically subscribed by insurance com-
panies and provident funds.
Given that the borrowing has met market expectations, 
bond traders said the key for yields would be the extent of 
borrowing by the states for which the calendar is awaited 
and how RBI will manage the liquidity conditions.
Bond yields had come under pressure in January and 
February with state development loans (SDL) yields ris-
ing by 25-30 basis points (bps) and government bond 
yields rising by 10 bps owing to a sharp jump in borrow-
ings by states and the expected onslaught of bonds under 
the Ujwal Discom Assurance Yojana (UDAY) scheme that 
seeks to revitalize power distribution companies. One ba-
sis point is one-hundredth of a percentage point.
While the yields have eased since then with the govern-
ment’s promise to stick to the fiscal deficit target, worsen-
ing liquidity deficit in the banking system is keeping yields 

from easing further. Banks borrowed a recordRs.2.4 tril-
lion from RBI through its various liquidity windows on 
Thursday, indicating the huge deficit in liquidity.
A part of the rise in liquidity deficit has been attributed 
to the government running a huge cash surplus with RBI 
rather than spending. The central bank has also infused 
close to Rs.70,000 crore through bond purchases under 
open market operations so far in fiscal 2016.
Das said the government will set up a cash coordination 
committee to review its cash position. The committee will 
be chaired by the joint secretary for budget and will have 
officials of finance ministry, RBI and the Controller Gen-
eral of Accounts. “This committee will start functioning as 
soon as the new fiscal year starts,” Das said.
To better manage its expenditure, the government also 
increased its ways and means advances facility with RBI 
to Rs.50,000 crore for the first half of the fiscal year, com-
pared with Rs.45,000 crore in the corresponding period of 
the previous fiscal year.
The government will also adjust borrowing through gold 
bonds with the overall borrowing limit.
The government was able to raise Rs.329 crore by issu-
ing the third tranche of gold bonds earlier this month, ac-
cording to a separate release from the ministry. In total, 
the government has raised Rs.1,322 crore through the 
issue of gold bonds to retail investors, the release said. 
The government had launched the gold bond scheme in 
November 2015 to wean away households from physical 
gold.

SEBI tightens norms for MFs
Mutual fund investors will soon be able to know the quan-
tum of commission paid by the fund houses to the distribu-
tors as well as salaries drawn by the top brass of the asset 
management companies (AMCs).
The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI), tight-
ening the disclosure norms for mutual fund houses, di-
rected the entities to make the disclosures a part of the 
consolidated account statement (CAS) sent to all mutual 
fund investors.
According to SEBI, the half-yearly CAS issued in Septem-
ber and March should include the “amount of the actual 
commission” paid by fund houses.
“The term ‘commission’ here refers to all direct monetary 
payments and other payments made in the form of gifts 
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/ rewards, trips, event sponsorships etc. by AMCs/MFs 
to distributors,” according to a SEBI circular issued on 
Friday.
Mutual fund houses have also been directed to disclose 
the salaries of the chief executive officer (CEO), chief in-
vestment officer (CIO) and chief operating officer (COO) 
along with any other employee whose annual remunera-
tion is over Rs.60 lakh.

Tax panel wants 6-8% levy on most digi-
tal services
high-level government committee has recommended a 
6-8 per cent tax on several online services such as on-
line advertising, cloud computing, website-hosting, digital 
platforms for sale of goods and services or download of 
software and applications, provided by a company not 
resident in India. Committee on Taxation of E-Commerce, 
set up by the Central Board of Direct Taxes (CBDT), rec-
ommended that payments of over Rs.1 lakh made by a 
resident individual or company to a non-resident enter-
prise will be covered by this levy.
“Such a threshold will keep almost all B2C (business to 
consumer) transactions as well as a very large number 
of B2B (business to business) transactions outside the 
scope of the equalization levy, thereby limiting its impact,” 
according to the committee’s report.
The report was submitted to Finance Minister Arun Jait-
ley prior to the Budget, based on which he proposed a 
fee of 6 per cent to be levied only on online advertising 
and restricted to B2B transactions.
However, there are other recommendations made in the 
report that Mr. Jaitley is yet to implement.
“The Committee’s recommendation is to impose this levy 
on sale of digital goods and services, including website 
hosting, cloud computing etc,” Shefali Goradia, Partner, 
BMR & Associates said.
“Though the Budget proposal is to apply this levy cur-
rently only on online advertisements, more categories of 
digital goods and services may be added later.
“It is imperative that the government not only lays down 
clear guidelines around the transaction covered under 
the levy but equally, the manner of determination as to 
whether the equalisation levy (EQL) or Income Tax will 
apply on a transaction,” Rakesh Jariwala, Tax Partner - 
Media and Entertainment, EY said. “Else, the transaction 
could lead to double taxation—EQL as well as Income 
Tax.”
The equalisation levy follows the Base Erosion and Profit 

Shifting (BEPS) report, endorsed by the G20 and OECD, 
which sought to put forth a global standard for taxing e-
commerce. The issue with e-commerce is that the servic-
es are often provided by companies that have no office 
space in the country where the service is rendered and 
so are not subject to tax, providing them an advantage 
over domestic players. The other issue, that experts feel 
needs to be addressed, is based on whom the onus of 
payment of the levy will fall.
“One important issue which the committee has taken 
cognisance of is that putting the onus of payment of the 
levy on the payment gateways and authorised foreign 
exchange dealers can reduce the obligation on the ser-
vice purchaser,” Amit Maheshwari, Managing Partner, 
Ashok Maheshwary & Associates toldThe Hindu. The 
onus of the levy proposed by Mr. Jaitley fell on the ser-
vice purchaser, which the industry felt was unfair. “The 
industry has reacted strongly to the equalisation levy as 
it could significantly drive up the cost of advertising on-
line,” Chaaya Baradhwaaj, Founder-Managing Director, 
BC Web Wise said.
“However, it’s not enough to prevent platforms like Goog-
le and Facebook from hiking their ad rates to offset the 
6 per cent levy or refusing to recognise it altogether,” Ms 
Baradhwaaj said.
Experts feel that the government has to bring in greater 
clarity on how the levy will be implemented, to whom it 
will apply and whether it will be distinct from Income Tax. 
“In their (Committee) view, since equalisation levy is on 
gross consideration paid, it is not in the nature of Income 
Tax and hence should not be covered by tax treaties,” 
Ms. Goradia said.
“The report states that the other countries are free to 
grant credit for this levy as per their domestic law. In fu-
ture, if the other countries impose equalisation levy, India 
may consider granting credit on a reciprocal basis. “This 
levy is India’s attempt to tax the digital economy in a non-
adversarial manner and at the same time demonstrate 
its commitment to the global BEPS project and of course 
to raise more revenues for the country,” Amarjeet Singh, 
Partner – Tax, KPMG in India, said.

India to host BRICS summit in October
India will host the eighth annual summit of BRICS from 
October 15-16 in Goa, in its capacity as chair of the in-
fluential bloc comprising five countries — Brazil, Russia, 
India, China, South Africa.
External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj made the an-
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nouncement on Tuesday during a function where she 
also unveiled a logo and a website of the summit.
India assumed chairmanship of BRICS from Russia on 
February 15 and will hold the position till December 31. 
The seventh summit was held in Ufa, Russia.
The External Affairs Minister said India’s core theme dur-
ing BRICS chairmanship will be building responsive, in-
clusive and collective solutions for the grouping.
The logo for the summit is a lotus with colours from all 
the five member-countries and a traditional ‘namaste’ in 
the centre.
“We will adopt a five-pronged approach during our chair-
manship. It will comprise Institution Building, Implemen-
tation, Integration, Innovation, and Continuity with Con-
solidation (IIIIC or I4C),” the Minister said.

Half of India’s entry points yet to adopt 
paperless platform
more than half of India’s ports and customs points are 
yet to be covered by Electronic Data Interchange (EDI), a 
trade facilitation system, even 22 years after the project 
began, according to official sources.
There are as many as 298 ports and customs points (ex-
cluding those in the Special Economic Zones) and over 
half of these are not covered by the EDI or the ‘paper-
less’ international trading platform, official sources told 
The Hindu .
Concerned that only 132 of the 298 ports and customs 
points are on the EDI platform, the commerce depart-
ment recently asked the revenue department to formu-
late an action plan soon to help link the remaining 166 
also to the EDI gateway at the earliest.
The customs department claims that the EDI system is 
presently operational at 134 major customs locations 
handling nearly 98 per cent of India’s international trade 
in terms of import and export consignments.
The sources said the ICEGATE (or the Indian Customs E-
commerce/EDI Gateway) system is also being upgraded.
They said the commerce department wants customs of-
ficials to start accepting digitally signed documents to ex-
pedite export and import clearances.
As far as exports are concerned, the 132 ports and cus-
toms points linked to the EDI platform account for only 68 
per cent of the total transactions in value terms but 90 per 
cent in terms of the total number of transactions, as per 
the commerce department.
When it comes to imports, the 132 ports and customs 
points constitute 77 per cent of the total transactions in 

value terms and 93 per cent in terms of the total number 
of transactions.
A Comptroller and Auditor General of India (CAG) report 
last year said an analysis of the DGFT EDI databases 
and processes revealed several shortcomings.
These shortcomings were due to systemic issues, inad-
equate controls, incorrect or insufficient mapping of For-
eign Trade Policy provisions, lack of validations, permis-
sions for too many manual interventions and alterations 
of data and incorrect updation of important rate directo-
ries, the CAG said.
The EDI system is a component of the project ‘e-Trade’ to 
ensure trade facilitation and in turn greater ease of doing 
business in India.
The project electronically links the customs department, 
Directorate General of Foreign Trade (DGFT), exporters/
importers, agents, banks, airports and seaports, inland 
container depots and container freight stations, Contain-
er Corporation of India and shipping lines and airlines.
Users can access the system round-the-clock. Simple 
and transparent procedures as well as electronic delivery 
of services by the government lead to reduction of trans-
action cost and time.
The pilot customs computerisation project involving EDI 
had begun with the Delhi Customs House in 1994-95. 
Currently, the ICEGATE has about 24,000 registered us-
ers serving nearly seven lakh importers and exporters. 
ICEGATE is meant to enable quicker customs clearance 
to facilitate export-import trade. As per the World Bank’s 
latest (ease of) Doing Business Report (2016), India fared 
poorly on the “trading across borders” criterion that re-
cords the time and cost (excluding tariffs) associated with 
the logistical process of exporting and importing goods.
India was ranked 133rd out of 189 economies (the same 
as in the previous year) while China came 96th. This was 
because of more time taken in India in terms border and 
documentary compliance to export and import.
The Union Cabinet had last month approved the proposal 
for India to ratify the World Trade Organisation’s Trade 
Facilitation Agreement (TFA), aimed at easing customs 
rules to expedite global trade flows of goods.
Trade facilitation reforms such as e-Trade and the EDI 
platform are also meant to help India comply with the 
Trade Facilitation Agreement requirements. The Cabinet 
had also cleared a proposal to set up a National Commit-
tee on Trade Facilitation chaired by the commerce and 
revenue secretaries to look into the related issues.

New gen NBFCs to target smaller cities
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New generation Non-Banking Finance Companies (NB-
FCs) are increasing their focus on tier-II and III cities to 
expand their businesses.
“For NBFCs, tier-I cities are comfort zones. But due to 
compression in interest rates and increasing competition 
in tier-I cities, NBFCs are looking at other cities like Pune, 
Jaipur, Indore, Coimbatore and Ahmedabad to tap the 
SME sector,” according to Ashish Kohli, Head— Small & 
Medium Enterprise Business at IndoStar Capital Finance 
Ltd.
The repayment capacity of professionals, such as doc-
tors, in tier–II and -III cities is better, as there is less com-
petition for their skill.
Besides, lending to them is more beneficial as they can 
recommend more borrowers/customers, he said.“We ca-
ter to traders, manufacturers and professionals like doc-
tors and chartered accountants (CAs). Jodhpur has more 
CAs than Mumbai; they need capital with higher tenor 
which will reduce their EMI burden,” Mr. Kohli said. “We 
believe in the ‘Wells Fargo’ model where we can have 
a larger share of the customer’s wallet by doing more 
business with her leading to higher profitability,” he said. 
Another new generation NBFC, Capital First Limited, has 
spread its wings to many such cities.
“We are present heavily in tier-II and tier-III cities; we are 
present in 222 locations in India,” says V. Vaidyanathan, 
Chairman, Capital First Limited. “There is a large, un-
tapped market in financing small shopkeepers and MS-
MEs in India. At Capital First, we expect to grow annually 
by about 25 per cent comfortably,” he said.
As the government sets the agenda for initiatives like 
Make in India, Digital India, Start-up India, directed to-
wards growing the entrepreneurial environment in the 
country, NBFCs are trying to expand their reach to small-
er cities as they see business opportunities in the Micro, 
Small and Medium Enterprise (MSME) sector and plan to 
tap the needs of the self-employed professionals, manu-
facturers and traders to expand their business through 
secured loans i.e. loan against property (LAP).
NBFCs are also getting good response from borrowers 
as the latter face less documentation and at lower cost 
than the traditional, unsecured lending channels in the 
market. Industry sources say the mortgage market, in-
cluding home loans, is estimated at approximately Rs.10 
lakh crore in the country out of which LAP for MSMEs ac-
counts for Rs 2.5 lakh crore and the rest consists of home 
loans. The LAP portion is expected to grow by Rs. 5 lakh 
crore by the end of FY 2019.
The profitability estimate indicates that NBFCs in tier-II 

and III cities can break-even in 12 months compared to 
a time span of 18 months in tier I cities. Tier-I cities gen-
erally have high quantum of loans and low numbers of 
customer.
e-traders attract NBFCs
Some businesses supported by NBFCs in the current en-
vironment are e-businesses that use platforms such as 
Amazon, Flipkart and Snapdeal to sell their wares.
“We, as a business, are interested in focusing on the sell-
er ecosystem…on these platforms. Small retailers sud-
denly find that because of these e-trades, the demand 
has increased,” says Kavi Arora, Chief Executive Officer 
and Managing Director, Religare Finvest Ltd.
For example, there is a small retailer of mobiles who used 
to sell 20-25 mobiles per day and the demand may have 
gone up by 300-400 per day. “Traditional banking chan-
nels will not be able to support such a spike,” he said.

Public sector bank consolidation: A 
painful journey ahead
The government has raked up the issue of mergers 
among public sector banks after a long gap. Finance Min-
ister Arun Jaitley said in his budget speech that a road-
map for consolidation will be spelt out, and that was fol-
lowed up by an announcement to set up an expert panel 
to look into the issue of consolidation.
Consolidation among public sector banks was also in 
the agenda of the previous United Progressive Alliance 
government’s Finance Minister P Chidambaram but the 
then government wanted the proposal to come from bank 
boards which never materialised.
However, the stance of the present government has 
been vastly different. In the first edition of Gyan Sangam, 
the bankers’ retreat organised by the finance ministry in 
2015, government officials tested waters by floating the 
idea of consolidation. Bankers unanimously said that the 
time was not ripe for consolidation.
“After discussing the matter at length it was agreed that 
the current time is not opportune for consolidation and 
that the need of the hour presently is to strengthen the 
banks by empowering them with operational flexibility be 
it in the area of recruitment, or in differentiation on core 
capabilities,” according to the minutes of the working 
group of Indian Banks’ Association which met to discuss 
consolidation in July last year.
“Also it was envisaged that consolidation as and when 
the environment is congenial for the same is not going 
to happen through individual initiatives of the banks. The 
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banks have to be driven towards the process though ap-
propriate mandate by the major stakeholder i.e. govern-
ment of India,” according to the note reviewed by The 
Hindu.
The finance ministry got the cue that the consolidation 
process has to be driven by the government.
Gyan Sangam
So, during the second edition of Gyan Sangam, which 
took place earlier this month, discussions were not on 
whether consolidation was needed. The discussion fo-
cused on how to consolidate, said bankers who attended 
the retreat, highlighting the government’s resolve to push 
mergers among public sector bank.
The need to have large banks cannot be over-empha-
sised. No bank in the country features in the top ten 
banks in any global list, in terms of asset size. State Bank 
of India – the country’s largest bank - is the only lender in 
the top 100-bank list. Given the huge large infrastructure 
needs of the country, large banks are required to finance 
it.
Consolidation will also increase capital efficiency, apart 
from improving the ability of banks to recover bad loans 
which are rising, experts said.
“There are two advantages to consolidation. One is that 
capital can be used more efficiently. The merged entity 
will have more leg-room to raise capital,” said Ashvin 
Parekh, Managing Partner – Ashvin Parekh Advisory 
Services.
“At a time when non-performing assets are high, and 
banks are putting more effort in loan recovery, the ability 
to recover by a smaller number of banks will be higher 
though an individual bank’s exposure may go up. Lesser 
number of voices could find cohesion.… in the joint lend-
ers’ forum today, there are too many voices and each 
lender has a differential right with the borrower and often, 
they do not agree to a common recovery programme. 
With consolidation, the recovery will be far more fo-
cussed,” Mr Parekh said.
Key for successful merger
Cost rationalisation is seen as key to success in consoli-
dation. This would result in cutting down branches, par-
ticularly in urban areas where there are too many branch-
es of different banks in the area, bankers said.
There is a view that banks from different geographies 
should be chosen for mergers. For example, a south-
based bank could be merged with a bank based in the 
north of the country. The recent acquisition by Kotak Ma-
hindra Bank of ING Vysya Bank is a case in point, which 
was primarily driven by the geographical synergies. Be-
fore the merger, 15 per cent of the Kotak branches were in 

south India, which improved to 38 per cent, post-merger.
Pratip Chaudhuri, former chairman of State Bank of In-
dia, however, feels public sector bank merger should be 
between by banks which are in same geographies.
“Lending, particularly to large corporate houses, is not 
the issue. The main objective is to get retail deposits. 
If a large bank from north India acquires a small bank 
from south India, then the merged entity’s south based 
branches will face difficulty in getting retail deposits,” 
Chaudhuri said indicating the importance of identity of a 
bank in a particular region.
When Mr Chaudhuri was the chairman State Bank of 
India (2011 to 2013), SBI merged one of its associate 
banks, State Bank of Saurashtra. “Customers of SBS 
were extremely disappointed.” He felt that branch ration-
alization could be find room in metro cities, but not in rural 
areas.
Integration of human resources
The integration of human resources and their culture will 
also be easier if banks are merged from the same geog-
raphies.
The other criterion to identify banks for mergers is the 
technology platform. Different banks have different plat-
form developed by IT majors. To merge two banks having 
different platforms could lead to challenges during inte-
gration, bankers said.
But to come back to the original question, is the timing 
right? In the last Gyan Sangam, bankers opposed the 
idea on ground that the health of their respective banks 
does not allow them to takeover other banks. The situ-
ation has not improved in one year; rather it has further 
deteriorated if the quarter ended December 2015 results 
are considered. Many banks, including Bank of Baroda, 
IDBI Bank and Bank of India reported record losses.
“The overall observation that I will make is any time is 
a good time for consolidation. The real good time when 
consolidation should have happened is between 2005 
and 2008 when the going was good. The issues that 
we are facing today, of NPA and recovery, was not there 
then,” Mr Parekh said. “The other window that was avail-
able was between 2012 and 2014, when things started 
looking good. Today is the worst time,” Mr Parekh added.
Employee unions
Also, the government may not find it easy to circumvent 
employee unions in banks in the consolidation journey. 
The unions have already started opposing the proposed 
privatization of IDBI Bank, in which the government said 
it would consider lowering its stake to below 50 per cent, 
and have called for a strike on March 28 to demanding 
reversal of the decision. “What do we need? Big banks 
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or good banks?” asked Vishwas Utagi, vice president, All 
India Bank Employees Association.

‘Market access for India’s services key to 
BTIA’
btaining greater access to the market for services in the 
European Union (EU) is key for the progress of the Broad-
based Trade and Investment Agreement (BTIA) between 
the EU and India, Commerce Minister Nirmala Sithar-
man told The Hindu in an exclusive telephone interview 
in Brussels.
The two governments are hoping to make progress on the 
trade deal during the 13th EU India Summit in Brussels 
on March 30.
In a global economic climate of falling demand and com-
petitive currency devaluations, the textile industry was 
among those that had approached the Commerce Min-
istry and expressed a view that a free trade agreement 
with the EU would be beneficial to it, Ms. Sitharaman said. 
However, she added that India would also take up the is-
sue of market access for its services in the EU.
‘Data secure’
“On services, for instance, India cannot be sitting and 
watching on data security,” Ms. Sitharaman said. India 
has not been granted “data secure” status by the EU, and 
this has hampered the progress of negotiations around 
the liberalisation of trade in services in the BTIA talks. Be-
ing considered ‘data secure’ is crucial for a number of ser-
vices especially in the IT and ITES sectors.
Similarly, for the textile sector, “if access is not available, 
the negotiations go through a difficult patch. We still nego-
tiate hoping there will be some give and take,” Ms. Sithar-
aman said. In response to a question on what had stalled 
the negotiations, Ms. Sitharaman said, the contours of the 
discussions had recently been widened by the EU to in-
volve investments, not just trade in goods and services, 
converting a free trade agreement into a broader scope 
trade and investment agreement.
Visa issues
Re-iterating that India was not happy with higher fees for 
temporary United States work visas (H-1B and L-1 catero-
gies) Ms. Sitharaman said, “We are very clear we are tak-
ing them [the U.S.] to the WTO.” India initiated a dispute 
with the U.S at the WTO on this issue on March 3. This is 
against an increasingly disputatious background between 
India and the U.S. in the WTO with the trade body recently 
ruling in favour of the US in a case involving domestic 
component requirements in India’s solar panel program. 

India is also considering filing a counter complaint with the 
WTO on similar practices in the U.S.
The government’s objections to visa regimes extend be-
yond the U.S. After Brussels, Ms. Sitharaman will go to 
London where she will discuss U.K. visa issues with Im-
migration Minister, Mr. James Brokenshire.
Ms. Sitharaman said U.K. visa rules discriminate against 
Indian technical professionals including because they 
have hiked visa fees and have numerical caps on visas. 
Earlier in March, the U.K. government announced a fee 
hike across most visa categories including Tier 2 visas, 
used to employ skilled foreign workers in the U.K.

E-commerce norms may prove to be a 
dampener
The government’s foreign direct investment norms for e-
commerce marketplaces issued on Tuesday may prove 
to be a dampener for consumers due to the clampdown 
on pricing freedom for marketplace operators and lack of 
adequate post-sales safeguards. .
“There are many anti-consumer points… It says that dis-
counts will be to a certain point and by sellers only. How 
can a government dictate terms of business to anybody? 
If there is anything called as predatory pricing, the Com-
petition Commission should be looking into it,” said Arvind 
K Singhal, Chairman, Technopak.
Terming the policy as “irrational” and “ill-conceived”, he 
said, “Marketplace business models have been operating 
in India for many years. It is not that the government has 
opened up the sector now, they just legalised it. Then the 
question to the government should be why they allowed 
these companies to operate illegally till now.”
Mr Singhal also said that the new policy will cast a cloud 
of uncertainty on several Indian start-ups that have raised 
funding from foreign entities. The Hindu spoke to a wide 
array of retail businesses, industry groups and experts to 
assess the impact of the new FDI guidelines.
Offline Vs Online battle
“The biggest take away is that now e-commerce players 
will operate as technology providers and not as retail-
ers. Marketplaces should behave like marketplaces and 
provide technology platforms to sellers by charging a fee 
rather than getting into an inventory-based model. Fees 
should be their only income; this can put an end to the 
predatory pricing and provide level playing field for all,” 
Kishore Biyani, Group CEO of Future Group told The Hin-
du .
Govind Shrikhande, Managing Director of Shoppers Stop 



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 19
  News and Events of March 2016

Vo
l. 

19
  M

ar
.  

20
16

Visit Aspirantforum.com for guidance and study material for IAS Exam.

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

Ltd said the new norms would make the market more mature. “It will help the whole ecosystem. So far, marketplaces 
were busy building valuations. Initially, the business was created with good intention but it was lost in the craze to 
build valuation. Now, everyone knows what is legal and what is illegal and will operate accordingly.”
Consumer electronics and cell phone makers, which are among the hardest hit by e-commerce discounts, are also 
hopeful that the new guidelines would put an end to predatory pricing. “All trade was impacted as a result of deep 
discounts offered by these marketplaces, particularly those selling books, mobile phones and footwear, and even 
vegetable vendors,” said Tarvinder Singh, Vice President of All India Mobile Retailers’ Association.
Consumer Conundrum
While e-commerce companies said they are still evaluating the implications of the FDI policy stance on pricing deci-
sions, a senior executive in one of the top marketplaces said that discounts are usually offered by them in association 
with the inventory owners (read sellers). It’s not yet clear whether this will mean an end to all discounting practices or 
specific marquee sales organised by marketplace operators on specific occasions.
“Going by the current guidelines, marketplace retailers will not be able to extend lucrative discounts to attract custom-
ers. However, it appears that with the consent and association of the owner of the inventory, the e-retailers may yet 
be able to provide additional promotional discounts,” Aamir Jariwala, Secretary, E-commerce Coalition said.
Additionally, the customer might be left in the lurch thanks to two other conditions in the policy. Marketplaces have 
been allowed to provide services such as warehousing, logistics support, order fulfillment and payment collection to 
the seller. However, ‘post sales, delivery of goods to the customer and customer satisfaction will be the responsibility 
of the seller.’ “If a customer is buying from Amazon or Flipkart and they are not satisfied, then the platform has to be 
accountable for that, because any normal customer won’t (connect with) the sellers,” said Mr Singhal. Experts also 
said that if the marketplace can provide logistics support, then they should be accountable for the quality of the final 
product they deliver.
Who benefits?
The restriction, on a single vendor or its group companies in contributing no more than 25 per cent to an e-commerce 
platform’s sale value,would affect players like Flipkart and Amazon who get “a healthy portion of their business” from 
WS Retail and Cloudtail, their group companies, respectively.
“Exact numbers are not available, but it is definitely more than 25 per cent (in these cases),” said Sanchit Vir Gogia, 
Chief Analyst and CEO, Greyhound Research.”
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Move to divide Jerusalem unites people
A new plan on how to divide Jerusalem’s Jewish and 
Arab neighbourhoods has had the peculiar distinction of 
uniting people against it.
The contentious plan, promoted by a group of liberal 
Israeli Jews and adopted in principle by the centre-left 
Labor Party, would unilaterally fence off most of East 
Jerusalem’s Palestinian neighbourhoods and transfer 
responsibility for their 200,000 residents from City Hall 
to the Palestinian Authority and the Israeli military in the 
occupied West Bank.
Kicked off with advertisements under the heading “Sav-
ing Jewish Jerusalem”, the campaign’s almost jingoistic 
tone seems intended to appeal to the broadest Jewish 
constituency, including Israel’s growing political centre 
and conservative “nationalist camp”. Instead, it has been 
rejected at both ends of the political spectrum, as well as 
by Palestinian leaders.
The new campaign describes Jerusalem’s Palestinian 
residents as imperilling the security, demographic bal-
ance, standard of living and economy of the city. It argues 
that a majority of people 18 and under in the city are Pal-
estinian and plays on fears raised by the recent surge of 
Palestinian attacks against Israeli Jews.
Ir Amim, a leftist group that advocates a status for Jeru-
salem as a dual capital of Israel and of a future Palestine, 
said the proposal was “detached from any understanding 
of the fabric of daily life in Jerusalem.” Without agree-
ment from the Palestinian leadership, the group added, 
such a move would “lead to political, urban and humani-
tarian chaos”.
Moshe Arens, a former Minister from the conservative 
Likud Party, wrote in a recent column that any such split 
“has become essentially impossible” and that stripping 
East Jerusalem Arabs of their Israeli residency permits 
“would be legally questionable and morally reprehensi-
ble”.
Saeb Erekat, the secretary-general of the Palestine Lib-
eration Organisation, called the proposal “racist.”
“Thousands of Jerusalemites will be separated from their 
schools, hospitals, religious sites and also their proper-
ties,” he said. “This plan clearly shows that even mem-
bers of the so-called progressive Israeli camp are falling 
into the same policies of the Israeli right.”

Dividing Jerusalem, with sacred Jewish, Muslim and 
Christian sites at its core, has long been one of the most 
emotional and intractable issues of the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict.

Obama signs sanctions order against N. 
Korea
U.S. President Barack Obama signed an order Wednes-
day implementing UN-backed sanctions on North Ko-
rea after a nuclear test and missile launch this year, as 
Pyongyang promised reprisals. The White House said 
Mr. Obama had signed an executive order targeting the 
volatile hermit state’s energy, financial and shipping as-
sets.
The measures were agreed to at the United Nations in 
response to the January 6 nuclear test and February 7 
ballistic missile launch.
Among the entities targeted are the “Propaganda and 
Agitation Department” of the Workers’ Party of Korea and 
mining firms that provide the regime with much-needed 
revenues.
In response to Mr. Obama’s executive order, Beijing said 
on Thursday that it opposes “any country’s unilateral 
sanctions”.
Further, referring to the sentencing of American student 
Otto Warmbier — given 15 years’ hard labour by North 
Korea — White House spokesman Josh Earnest accused 
Pyongyang of using U.S. citizens as “pawns to pursue a 
political agenda” and called for his release. 

EU-Turkey refugee deal comes into force
Flimsy boats packed with migrants continued to land in 
Greece from Turkey on Sunday despite the start a land-
mark deal between the European Union and Ankara to 
stem the massive influx.
Under the controversial deal, which came into force at 
midnight, all migrants landing on the Greek islands face 
being sent back to Turkey.
And in a grim start to an agreement designed to stop peo-
ple from making a journey fraught with danger, two little 
girls were found drowned and two Syrian refugees died 
of heart attacks on the perilous crossing. The Syrians suf-
fered heart attacks on arrival at the island of Lesbos, Bo-
ris Cheshirkov, a spokesman for the UN refugee agency, 
told AFP.
Greek authorities said 875 migrants landed on the islands 
overnight, with some 15 boats, each carrying dozens of 

International
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migrants, arriving on Lesbos alone on Sunday.
While officials said it would take time to start sending people back, the SOMP agency coordinating Athens’s response 
to the crisis said the hundreds who landed on Sunday faced certain deportation. 

Myanmar swears in first civilian 
President in five decades
Myanmar has sworn in Htin Kyaw, a close aide of pro-democracy leader Aung San Suu Kyi, as the country’s first civil-
ian President in more than 50 years.
The 69-year-old leader, in a brief address to a joint session of Parliament after the swearing-in ceremony, suggested 
that the military-drafted Constitution, which barred Ms. Suu Kyi from becoming the President, be changed. “We have 
a duty to work for the emergence of a Constitution that is appropriate for our country and also in accordance with 
democratic standards,” he said.
“Our new government,” he promised, “will implement national reconciliation.”
The President also gave an undertaking that the government will “enhance the living standard of the people.”
Ms. Suu Kyi has been appointed as a minister in Mr. Htin Kyaw’s government. “This is just the beginning of a road,” 
she said in a recent interview, referring to the country’s democratic transition.
Until recently, Mr. Htin Kyaw was running a charity founded by Ms. Suu Kyi. His wife, daughter of one of the founders 
of the National League for Democracy, is an MP.
Reacting to the momentous development, the Indian Ambassador in Myanmar, Gautam Mukhopadhaya, remarked: 
“With the reforms, peace process, free elections and the new government, we can hope to see greater business inter-
est in India free from residual baggage of the past and a fuller development of relations across the board as democra-
cies under a popularly elected leader and government.”
Even in her moment of conquest, though, she is compelled to walk a tightrope in respect of her ties with the armed 
forces, if she is to persuade them permanently back to the barracks.
Apart from controlling the ministries of home, defence and borders affairs, the men in uniform occupy 25 per cent of 
seats in Parliament. Under the existing Constitution, an 80 per cent majority is required to amend any part of it.
While on paper she will be Minister for Foreign Affairs, the President’s Office, Education and Energy, in practice, the 
buck will stop with her on all non-security matters in the new administration.
In effect, the NLD, which won a three-fourths majority in Parliament, will cohabit with the military, which has directly 
or indirectly ruled India’s north- eastern neighbour since 1962.
Despite being the NLD’s undisputed leader, she was prevented from becoming the head of government.
A law enacted by the armed forces debars her from holding this position as her two sons are British nationals.
Neither was present to witness their mother’s triumph. A source at the British Embassy said that as far as he knew 
neither was in Myanmar.
Htin Kyaw, a London-educated economist, was dressed in a dark, check longyi and a fawn coloured, collarless jacket 
— which in Myanmar traditionally reflects an anti-colonial and nationalist sentiment — and a pinkish gaung baung or 
silk head wrap. Two Vice-Presidents — one from the armed forces — took the oath with him, administered by Parlia-
ment Speaker Mahn Win Khaing Than.
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U.S.
The government on Monday defended India’s democratic 
institutions and diversity, in response to a February 26 
letter that 34 US Congressmen had written to Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi, expressing “grave concern” about 
the threats to religious minorities in India.
“It is unfortunate that these Members of Congress while 
applauding India as a pluralistic society with a longstand-
ing commitment to inclusion and tolerance have chosen 
to focus on just a few incidents,” the Ministry of External 
Affairs said in a statement, explaining that incidents of 
intolerance in India are “aberrations”.
The Ministry of External Affairs had however, refused to 
comment on the Congressional Report on International 
Religious Freedom (USCIRF) in 2015 terming it an “in-
ternal” report.
In view of similar past examples, Monday’s detailed re-
sponse from the MEA was noted by veteran diplomats 
who pointed out that the MEA had the option of ignoring 
the criticism as it was not made by a government body in 
the United States.
“There have been stronger criticism of India in the past 
by the American caucuses and lobby groups. But we pre-
ferred not to respond unless the criticism reflected the 
opinion of the government of the United States,” said for-
mer Indian ambassador to the U.S., Lalit Mansingh, who 
pointed out that several lobbies are apparently at work in 
the American power corridors trying to highlight certain 
recent developments in India.
Earlier, the MEA had downplayed the comments by the 
U.S. ambassador Richard Verma when the envoy had 
spoken about “freedom on campuses” indirectly support-
ing the agitating students of Jawaharlal Nehru University.
However, in response to the letter from the 34 Congress-
men, the MEA drew attention to the vibrant civil society, 
media, and other institutions that uphold and protect con-
stitutional values of India.
“India is proud of its status as the world’s largest democ-
racy. The Indian Constitution guarantees fundamental 
rights to all its citizens,” said the Ministry of External Af-

fairs.

Wigneswaran seeks India’s help on new 
Constitution
Chief Minister of Sri Lanka’s Northern Province C.V. 
Wigneswaran on Monday called upon India to ensure 
that the spirit behind the 13th Constitutional Amendment 
be retained in the new Constitution.
“When I say the spirit of the 13th Amendment, it means 
‘federal features’, which have to be made an integral part 
of the new Constitution,” Mr. Wigneswaran told The Hin-
du on the phone from Jaffna.
The 13th Amendment, an outcome of the 1987 India-Sri 
Lanka accord, is the “only document” through which India 
could function as the “guarantor” of interests and rights 
of Tamils in Sri Lanka, he said. But with the enactment of 
the Provincial Councils Act of 1987, “what was granted 
[to Provincial Councils] under the Amendment has been 
taken away”. This is why the demand is being made for 
the repeal of the Provincial Councils Act and adherence 
to the original character of the Amendment.
Asked whether New Delhi could make any suggestion 
to Colombo on the Amendment issue under the given 
circumstances, Mr. Wigneswaran recalled how Constitu-
tional experts from India got involved in the process of 
drafting the 13th Amendment.
A few days ago, while addressing an event to felicitate 25 
students of the Northern Province who pursued higher 
studies in India under the Indian Technical and Econom-
ic Cooperation, Mr. Wigneswaran had said India alone 
could get “defect-free federal system.” He clarified that 
his suggestion was nothing new as he had made this 
when Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited Sri Lanka a 
year ago.
To another question whether it was realistic to expect the 
new Constitution to be federal, the Chief Minister said 
there had been a perception among sections of Sinha-
lese that federalism meant separation.
It was only to allay the apprehension that he took the 
initiative of organising a workshop recently on federalism 
with the participation of authorities from Switzerland. He 
explained how federal features were part of the constitu-
tional schemes in several countries such as India, U.S., 
Canada and Switzerland. Asked about the traditional wel-
come to he gave to Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe 
in January, the Chief Minister replied that he was making 
efforts to get “misunderstanding” cleared with the Central 
government.

India and 
The World
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No change in MoD stand on access to 
Anjadiv Island
The issue of allowing the celebration of the feast of ‘St. 
Francis de Assisi’ and ‘Nossa Senhora de Brotas’ on the 
Anjadiv Island that was handed over to the Navy by the 
Goa government remains unresolved.
The State government handed over the island off the Goa 
coast to the Ministry of Defence in 1989 with the condition 
that the Navy should allow on the territory the celebration 
of the customary feast subject to security considerations.
The State government had then declared the island “pro-
hibited” under the Official Secrets Act, 1923. After com-
pletion of the North Break Water linking Binaga Point with 
the Anjadiv Island and establishing facilities, the permis-
sion to hold the feast was withdrawn due to security con-
siderations.
However, following representations from Goan devotees, 
Goa Congress MP Shantaram Naik had written to the De-
fence Ministry and raised the issue in Parliament. With 
reference to the Special Mention raised by the MP over 
granting permission for the celebration, the then Defence 
Minister A.K. Antony on March 7, 2007 replied that pro-
ject Sea Bird at Karwar was strategically located in the 
area and that considering its sensitive nature, free ac-
cess to civilians, irrespective of caste and religion, could 
not be granted.
The Minister said apart from law and order apprehen-
sions, allowing free access involved serious security im-
plications.

India, Pakistan keeping parallel 
processes going
the first time Indian, Pakistan Foreign Secretaries will 
meet will be at the SAARC consultations in Kathmandu 
on March 14-15.
External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj is also expected 
to meet her counterpart Sartaj Aziz at the same event 
on March 16-17, ahead of an expected meeting between 
Prime Ministers Narendra Modi and Nawaz Sharif in 
Washington at the end of March.
Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar said at the Ministry of 
External Affairs’ ‘Raisina Dialogue’ in Delhi on Wednes-
day that the governments of India and Pakistan had 
remained in touch at different levels including through 
regular telephone conversations between National Secu-
rity Adviser Ajit Doval and his Pakistan counterpart Nasir 
Janjua, the Foreign secretaries, and Mr. Modi and Mr. 

Sharif, calling it a “picture of parallel processes.”
Mr. Jaishankar’s statement seemed to corroborate Mr. 
Aziz’s remark in Washington that talks had been disrupt-
ed after the Pathankot attack.
U.S. thanked
Thanking the U.S. for its support in reviving the India-
Pakistan dialogue, Mr. Aziz said it was “unfortunate” that 
the “agreement on resuming the dialogue process was 
disrupted by the attack on Pathankot airbase on Janu-
ary 2”, and listed several steps taken by Pakistan in its 
aftermath.

U.S. push for joint patrols in Indo-Pacific 
region
The United States continues to push India towards joint 
naval patrols and multilateral groupings in the Indo-Pa-
cific region.
A senior U.S. Admiral on Wednesday called upon to con-
vert the increasingly complex naval exercises between 
the two countries into coordinated patrols.
Stating that India has an advanced military across all do-
mains and the Indian Navy has a long history of capabil-
ity on the high seas Admiral Harry Harris, U.S. Pacific 
Commander said: “We should be exercising together and 
we should be turning those exercises into coordinated 
operations.”
However, he did not specify where the patrols would be 
conducted. Whether those operations are in the Indian 
Ocean, be it in the Northern or Eastern part, or Pacific 
Ocean, Admiral Harris said: “that’s left to our leaders to 
decide”.
He echoed U.S. Ambassador Richard Verma’s vision: 
“In the not too distant future, American and Indian Navy 
vessels steaming together will become a common and 
welcome sight throughout Indo-Asia-Pacific waters, as 
we work together to maintain freedom of the seas for all 
nations.”
Admiral Harris revealed that in the first ever trilateral dia-
logue between India, Japan and Australia held last year, 
the three sides discussed “maritime security — including 
freedom of navigation patrols — and trilateral coopera-
tion” in the Indian and Pacific Oceans.
This development is significant as all three countries 
have been traditionally reluctant to take any measures 
that could antagonise China.
Quadrilateral format
In this he added that the trilateral should be expanded to 
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a quadrilateral format.
“An idea to consider is perhaps expanding this trilateral to 
a quadrilateral venue between India-Japan-Australia and 
the United States,” he said adding that “we are all united 
in supporting the international rules-based order.”
The Malabar bilateral naval exercises have been last 
year expanded to trilateral format including Japan.

Indian firm to partner Israel for anti-tank 
missiles
Rafael of Israel and Kalyani group are setting up a joint 
venture (JV), Kalyani Rafael Advanced Systems, to build 
weapon systems in India. It could start with the produc-
tion of Spike Anti-Tank Guided Missile (ATGM) which the 
Indian Army is in the process of procuring.
However the final deal for Spike is yet to be cleared and 
contract negotiations are currently underway. The deal 
which was cleared in 2014 ran into trouble but informed 
sources said that the issues have been sorted and ne-
gotiations will be completed soon without giving a time 
frame. Sources said the deal is on the top of the agenda 
during Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Israel later 
this year. Under a tripartite agreement the JV is expected 
to manufacture sub-assemblies and Bharat Dynamics 
Limited (BDL) will do electro optics and do hot integration 
at its Hyderabad facility which currently manufactures 
French Milan ATGMs.
Make in India policy
The work on the facility has already commenced. It is all 
about when the final contract is signed, according to a 
source. As reported by The Hindu earlier the unit will be 
set up in the hardware technology park in Hyderabad. 
Conforming to Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) norms in 
defence the Kalyani group will hold 51 percent stake with 
Rafael holding the rest.
“The initiative is in line with the government’s ‘Make in 
India’ policy and will enable the development and produc-
tion of high end technology systems within the country,” 
Rafael said in a statement.
The Rs.3,200 crore deal for the ATGMs was cleared in 
2014 by the Defence Acquisition Council chaired by De-
fence Minister Arun Jaitley which put an end to uncer-
tainty after the U.S. offer of joint production of Javelin 
missiles. The deal includes 8,000 plus missiles, 300 plus 
launchers and requisite technology transfer to the Indian 
entity which was initially supposed to be BDL. Spike is a 
third generation, fire and forget anti-tank missile.

India takes on U.S. at WTO over visa 
rules
India has filed a complaint to the World Trade Organiza-
tion (WTO) against the United States over its measures 
raising fees on some applicants for temporary work vi-
sas, mostly involving the tech sector.
The Geneva-based body said on Friday that India has 
notified it has started dispute proceedings alleging the 
U.S. measures are not consistent with Washington’s 
commitments to accept services from other countries. In 
its request for consultation, India alleges the U.S. had 
increased fees for temporary visas in December, officials 
said.
Unfair treatment
It argues that as a result, some Indians receive unfair 
treatment compared with Americans in the United States 
in providing similar services in sectors like computer ser-
vices.
India in effect is seeking consultations with the U.S. The 
WTO will make further information available in coming 
days.
Andrew Bates, spokesperson for the U.S. trade repre-
sentative, confirmed the U.S. had received the request 
for consultations.
U.S. response
“We are confident that the United States’ visa program, 
which was recently updated on a bipartisan basis by 
Congress, is fully consistent with our WTO obligations,” 
he said.
The Indian move is unusual at the WTO, where most dis-
putes involve goods, tariffs and restrictions, not services.
Last summer, the WTO upheld a ruling that India was un-
fairly blocking imports of U.S. poultry and eggs, which the 
Obama administration called a major victory that could 
expand export opportunities for American farmers.

Bangladesh seeks Teesta water pact 
with India
After the the resolution of the land boundary and mari-
time issues, Bangladesh is now looking up to India for an 
“immediate signing” of the Teesta water-sharing accord, 
which the two governments had agreed over four years 
ago.
The demand for early signing of the pending deal was 
made by Foreign Minister A.H. Mahmood Ali and State 
Minister for Foreign Affairs Shahriar Alam at the “India-
Bangladesh dialogue” here on Friday.
Referring to the pending water deal, which the Congress 
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and BJP-led governments failed to sign due to objections 
from West Bengal Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee, Mr. 
Ali said the settlement of the land boundary issue showed 
that “anything is possible if political will is there”. He men-
tioned that water was “a very sensitive and important is-
sue” in Bangladesh-India relations.
“In fact, we are enjoying the best of relations with India. 
It has now reached a new height, set a new paradigm,” 
Mr. Ali said.
Meanwhile, Prime Minister’s International Affairs Adviser 
Gowher Rizvi said recently there will be “no new negotia-
tion” over the signing of the pending Teesta water sharing 
deal. “The issue is now in India’s court,” Mr. Rizvi.
Mr. Alam, the State Minister, said Bangladesh had “fully 
delivered by undertaking specific measures to address 
India’s security concerns”.
“With more and more dedicated institutional mechanisms 
being put in place, we are having better, targeted and 
coordinated action in various sectors of security. And the 
cooperation will continue,” he said.
BJP General Secretary Ram Madhav, speaking at the 
function, said New Delhi would solve all issues with Dha-
ka. “In the last four decades, I think you have realised that 
although we are a big country, we are not big brother.”

Indian envoy takes on Sri Lankan 
Opposition over economy pact
India’s High Commissioner to Sri Lanka Y.K. Sinha has 
taken on former President Mahinda Rajapaksa and the 
Joint Opposition, an informal coalition of pro-Rajapaksa 
parties and groups, over the proposed Economic and 
Technology Cooperation Agreement (ETCA) between the 
two countries.
Referring to reported observations of the former Presi-
dent and members of the Joint Opposition against the 
ETCA, Mr. Sinha told members of the Sri Lanka-India 
Society on Friday that he was “surprised” to come across 
Mr. Rajapaksa’s statements in sections of the local press 
on the issue. It was Mr. Rajapaksa’s government that 
held negotiations with India over the Comprehensive 
Economic Partnership Agreement (CEPA), which had in-
cluded “trade in services”.
He described as “quite amusing” the statements of mem-
bers of the Joint Opposition, some of whom were Minis-
ters in the the Rajapaksa government when the CEPA 
was negotiated. Mr. Sinha’s response was in the context 
of criticisms that the ETCA would deprive Sri Lankans of 

job opportunities in a host of fields, including information 
technology, and that the Free Trade Agreement, effective 
since March 2000, had not been beneficial to Sri Lanka.
“I hesitate to get into the political controversy”. But he felt 
constrained to join the debate because “I do not think we 
should let naysayers take all the public space on this is-
sue without anyone else trying to put the facts”.
He added that he had not seen any draft text of the ETCA, 
but received a draft text of the framework agreement two 
days ago. The draft framework agreement “is not neces-
sarily an indication” of the nature and coverage of the 
discussions to be held in the future, he added.
Giving an account of the CEPA negotiations of 2005-08, 
Mr. Sinha said the CEPA, “which is [now] a dirty word 
here,” was “almost concluded.” Sixteen rounds of nego-
tiations were held, many of which were “detailed”. Even 
the two countries had “tentatively” agreed on a draft. “At 
the last minute, the Government of Sri Lanka indicated its 
inability to sign that agreement”.
As part of the now-aborted agreement, Sri Lanka had 
agreed to open up two sectors — marine shipbuilding 
and IT/ IT-enabled services — while India would throw 
open nearly 80 sectors. Even in the respect of the two 
fields of the services sector, it was sought to be done at 
the request of the Government of Sri Lanka. “We do not 
know what the ETCA will do because serious negotia-
tions have not begun,” Mr. Sinha pointed out.

Talking to India on religious freedom, 
says United States
The U.S. on Monday expressed disappointment over In-
dia denying visas to members of the United States Com-
mission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF).
A USCIRF team was planning to travel to India on March 
4, but India did not process their visa applications. The 
Indian embassy in Washington said there was no change 
in India’s policy with respect to such visits and saw no 
“locus standi of a foreign entity like the USCIRF to pass 
its judgment and comment on the state of Indian citizens’ 
constitutionally protected rights.”
India has been denying visas to USCIRF for seven years 
now.
“We’re disappointed by this news,” State Department 
spokesman John Kirby said, and added that religious 
freedom in India had been a “topic of conversation be-
tween the two countries.” “It’s not a topic of conversation 
that we’re afraid to have with our Indian counterparts,” 
he said.
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“We are supportive of the commission and the important 
role they play in reviewing facts and circumstances of vi-
olations of religious freedom around the world. As Presi-
dent Obama himself noted during his visit last year, we 
support the Government of India’s commitments — com-
mitment to promoting religious freedom and diversity,” he 
said. “Our nations are stronger when every person has 
the right to practise the faith they choose, or to practise 
no faith at all…,” Mr. Obama had said.

Sharp drop in aid to SAARC nations
Contrary to the NDA government’s “Neighbourhood First” 
diplomatic posture, the development assistance for all 
SAARC countries has been significantly reduced in the 
2016-17 Budget. Except Pakistan, all other six members 
of SAARC receive significant financial assistance from 
India.
The slashing of the assistance to SAARC countries is 
in line with the cut in Budget to the Ministry of External 
Affairs this year that has fallen by about Rs. 500 crore, 
if one counts the allocation for the Ministry of Overseas 
Indian Affairs (MOIA) that was merged with the MEA this 
year.
“We are at the Budget estimates stage where we have 
received Rs.500 crore less. We will, of course, contin-
ue with all our aid programmes for all the neighbouring 
countries, and if we do feel that we have need for addi-
tional funds, then at the revised estimates stage, we will 
seek those additional funds,” explained MEA spokesper-
son Vikas Swarup.
But the magnitude of the figures put out ((Notes on De-
mands for Grants No. 28/2016-17 for the Ministry of Ex-
ternal Affairs) indicate the drop in development funds 
may not be something that can be covered up later in 
the year. Take a look at the numbers: Nepal that was hit 
by a major earthquake in 2015 was unable to use the full 
budget allocation of Rs. 420 crore last year, and saw its 
revised estimate fall to Rs. 300 crore.
Despite the expectation that Nepal will need increased 
assistance as it begins its reconstruction programme this 
year, the allocation has seen a drop of 28.6%. Sri Lanka 
and the Maldives have seen cuts of 54% and 78.1% com-
pared with the previous year. And even the countries with 
the lowest GDP, Afghanistan and Bhutan, saw cuts this 
year of 23% and 10.8% respectively.
When asked, senior officials admitted to The Hindu that 
allocations had dropped, but for different reasons in 
each case, and expressed the hope that they would be 

increased when revised estimates would be in Septem-
ber-October 2016. Officials also denied reports in Nepal 
papers that the drop in aid was related to the strain in ties 
between New Delhi and Kathmandu that hit their worst 
patch in decades over the border blockade last year.
Many projects over
Similarly, officials handling the other SAARC countries 
said that many projects that were started between 2005-
2010 had been completed or were nearing completion 
and needed less assistance. For example, in Afghani-
stan, the Rs. 969-crore Parliament building that was 
completed and inaugurated by Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi in 2015, was started in 2009; the Salma hydel 
power project was nearing completion, and no new big 
projects had been announced.
In Bhutan, hydel projects such as Punatsangchhu I and II 
or the massive 720 MW Mangdechu were in the prelimi-
nary stages of progress, and hence, India’s assistance 
had not yet been raised. Bhutan accounts for over 70% 
of India’s foreign assistance.
The government also pointed out that in the case of 
Bangladesh, with a 40% cut, lines of credit at conces-
sional rates had replaced direct development assistance. 
As of this year, India has extended an $862-million line of 
credit, while another $2 billion is in the pipeline.
“We are not really worried about the drop in aid,” former 
Bangladesh High Commissioner Tariq Karim said, ex-
plaining that lines of credit gave the country more free-
dom to choose its own projects, adding, “But while Bang-
ladesh has a well-managed economy, poorer countries in 
the region may be hit hard.”
On Maldives and Sri Lanka, officials denied that the 
Budget figures indicated a final figure. “We are yet to 
draw up our plans for Maldives and Sri Lanka this year, 
and so the revised estimates will be more accurate,” an 
MEA official dealing with the two countries said.
The one exception to the Budget proposals is Myanmar 
(not a SAARC nation), and saw a major 48% increase in 
development aid, due to the government’s focus on the 
Kaladan multi-mode transport corridor project, as well as 
the ‘Trilateral Highway’ project.
“The Modi government has adopted a different approach 
which looks at all assistance as part of Development 
Compact”, says Sachin Chaturvedi, director general of 
the MEA-run think tank RIS (Research and Information 
Systems for Developing Countries), which itself got an 
increase to Rs.5.86 crore in the current Budget.
Mr. Chaturvedi claims that capacity building, lines of 
credit, bilateral trade, technology transfers, loans and di-
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rect grants would all be counted together to show India’s 
development aid to its neighbours and other countries. 
While the new accounting system will take a few years to 
implement, the Modi government may have to face more 
criticism from its neighbours over the allocations in the 
more immediate future, with a cut in aid to SAARC na-
tions between 2015-16 and 2016-17 totalling a whopping 
17.8% overall.

India, U.S. to deepen collaboration 
against terror
Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar visited the U.S. capital 
ahead of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit scheduled 
for later this month. “The visit was aimed at reviewing 
the India-U.S. bilateral relations and preparing for India’s 
participation in the forthcoming Nuclear Security Summit 
later this month”, said a statement by the Indian embassy.
The visit comes amid India’s efforts to stop the U.S. from 
selling eight F-16 fighter planes to Pakistan.
Talks between the two countries on three key defence 
agreements are also progressing ahead of U.S. Defence 
Secretary Ashton Carter’s visit to India in April. In a meet-
ing with U.S. National Security Adviser Susan Rice, he 
discussed bilateral relations and cooperation against ter-
rorist groups such as Lashkar-e-Taiba (LeT) and Jaish-e-
Mohammed (JeM), said a White House statement issued 
after the event.
“Rice and Jaishankar affirmed their commitment to deep-
ening bilateral cooperation on climate change, trade and 
defence, and noted preparations for the upcoming Nu-
clear Security Summit”, Ned Price, spokesman for the 
National Security Council said in a statement.

‘China should become part of SAARC 
structure’
Globalisation is putting pressure on the South Asian As-
sociation for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) to change 
its traditional ways of working, according to Imtiaz Ahmed, 
Executive Director of the Regional Centre for Strategic 
Studies (RCSS), a 23-year-old South Asian regional think 
tank.
Trade linkage
“The way globalisation is working, whether you like it or 
not, the borders are not the same they used to be. Now, 
it is almost impossible to keep your business within your 
borders. You need to link and re-link with a lot of other 

countries. That is going to impact on South Asia incred-
ibly. How quickly we are going to take advantage of that 
depends on us,” Prof. Ahmed told The Hindu recently.
The message behind the trend of globalisation is that the 
region has to include China, which, he called, has now 
become a “South Asian country” for all practical purpos-
es.
This is because the South Asian countries, be it India, 
Pakistan, Bangladesh or Sri Lanka, were having very 
close and strong ties with China in terms of trade and 
development.
Emphasising the need for changes in the two fundamen-
tal provisions of the SAARC Charter, he said a time-frame 
had to be fixed for the continuance of the two provisions 
— decisions at all levels to be based on unanimity and 
exclusion of bilateral issues. It was all right to have these 
stipulations 30 years ago at the time of establishment of 
the SAARC but “you cannot have them frozen”.
On the structure of the SAARC secretariat, Prof. Ahmed 
called for the appointment of a former Prime Minister or 
President from any one of the member-countries of the 
region as Secretary General.

Centre to sign pacts worth over Rs.72,000 
cr at shipping summit
The government is expected to sign agreements worth 
over Rs. 72,000 crore with private players on port-relat-
ed projects at the Indian Maritime Summit to be held in 
Mumbai next month.
The Ministry of Shipping has identified 109 projects worth 
Rs.72,864 crore on which agreements will be signed dur-
ing the event to be held from April 14-16. South Korea will 
be the partner country for the Summit, Road Transport, 
Highways and Shipping Minister Nitin Gadkari said here 
on Wednesday.
The sectors identified for investment include ship-build-
ing, ship repair and recycling, port modernisation, new 
port development and multi-modal logistic hubs among 
others.
Mr. Gadkari said, in addition, more than 150 projects will 
be showcased for investment under the Sagarmala Pro-
ject for port modernisation.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi will inaugurate the summit 
on April 14.
“We are planning to create 40 lakh direct employment 
and 50 lakh indirect employment (opportunities) in five 
years in the maritime sector,” Mr. Gadkari said.He said 
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high logistic costs was one of the factors hurting the man-
ufacturing sector.
The Minister said while logistic cost was 18 per cent in 
India, it was 8-10 per cent in China and 10-12 per cent in 
European countries.
“If development near ports happen and we are able to cut 
the logistic costs by four per cent, the exports will dou-
ble,” the Minister said. Mr. Gadkari said the government 
will award tenders for 15 projects worth Rs. 6,700 crore 
before March 31 in addition to the ongoing projects.
Under the Sagarmala Project, the major development pro-
grammes identified by the government include port mod-
ernisation (Rs. 90,000 crore), port connectivity (Rs.1.20 
lakh crore) and port-led industrialisation (Rs.90,000 
crore) besides coastal community development.

India collaborates with Japan on 
Andamans project
India and Japan are in talks to collaborate on upgrad-
ing civilian infrastructure in the Andaman and Nicobar 
Islands, an Indian archipelago seen as a critical asset to 
counter China’s efforts to expand its maritime reach into 
the Indian Ocean.
The first project being discussed is a modest one — a 
15-megawatt diesel power plant on South Andaman Is-
land, as described in a proposal submitted late last month 
to the Japanese Ministry of Foreign Affairs.
But the collaboration signals a significant policy shift for 
India, which has not previously accepted offers of for-
eign investment on the archipelago. The Andaman and 
Nicobar Islands are northwest of the Strait of Malacca, 
offering control of a so-called choke point that is one of 
China’s greatest marine vulnerabilities.
It is also testimony to the unfolding relationship between 
India and Japan, which is also funding a $744 million road 
building project in the northeastern Indian border regions 
of Mizoram, Assam and Meghalaya. Like the Andaman 
and Nicobar chain, the northeastern region is a strategic 
area that has remained relatively undeveloped because 
of its separation from the mainland.
Japan’s marshalling of official development assistance in 
the region has drawn less attention than the effort that 
China calls “One Belt, One Road,” a network of roads, 
railways and ports intended to link China to the rest of 
Asia and to Europe.
But it fits logically into the web of strategic projects tak-
ing shape as Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi enters 
into closer relationships with Japan, Australia and the 
United States, as well as regional powers like Vietnam, 

to counter China’s growing influence.
A senior Indian official, who spoke on the condition of 
anonymity to discuss internal deliberations, said China’s 
project would be answered by “a more decentralised, lo-
cal but organic response.”
The official described proposed infrastructure projects in 
the Andamans as “not of a big scale, and not of a big 
value,” but added that New Delhi was intent on develop-
ing its “frontier” regions.
“The idea that the frontier should be left undeveloped, 
I think people have rejected that approach,” the official 
said.
“There is a realisation that it doesn’t help to leave part of 
any part of India undeveloped.” Japan’s vision for contri-
butions in the island chain goes far beyond the proposed 
power plant.
The plan was submitted in Tokyo more than a year after 
Japan’s Ambassador made a visit to Port Blair on South 
Andaman Island and, in a meeting with the territory’s top 
official, offered financing for “bridges and ports.”
Akio Isomata, Minister for Economic Affairs in the Japa-
nese Embassy, said the country’s aid agency, Japan In-
ternational Cooperation Agency, could only respond to 
“formal requests” from the Indian government.
He said Japan would consider “any other requests” on 
the Andaman and Nicobar chain or elsewhere and was 
eager to use official development assistance to enhance 
India’s “connectivity” with countries that were members of 
the Association of Southeast Asian Nations or the South 
Asian Association for Regional Cooperation.
“We usually start with small projects and go bigger,” he 
said.

UN to probe South Sudan attack
A high-level board of inquiry will investigate how United 
Nations peacekeepers responded to an attack at their 
camp in South Sudan where tens of thousands of civil-
ians were sheltering, a UN spokesman said Friday.
Gunmen in army uniforms stormed the camp in the north-
eastern town of Malakal on February 17 and 18, firing on 
civilians and torching shelters.
At least 25 people were killed and 160 were wounded.
UN said the independent panel will “conduct an in-depth 
investigation into the UN mission’s response to clashes 
that broke out.” The UN mission in South Sudan is also 
reviewing security at the eight “protection of civilians” 
sites.

India-Bangladesh drill in Sundarbans
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In an attempt to bring in more synergy in coordinated bor-
der management, border-guarding forces of Bangladesh 
and India conducted their first-ever joint exercise in the 
riverine borders of the Sundarbans.
The exercise between the Border Security Force (BSF) 
and the Border Guard Bangladesh (BGB) commenced 
with troopers, including dog and bomb squads, from both 
the forces carrying out joint searches of cargo vessels on 
the Ichamati river.
The second day of the drill called ‘Sundarbans Maithri’ 
on Sunday was supervised by Inspector General, South 
Bengal frontier, Sandeep Salunkhe, Colonel Khandekar 
Farid Hassan, Region Commander BGB onboard the 
floating border outpost (BOP) Kamakhya.
Two floating BOPs of BSF — Kamakhya and Durga —
along with BGB Ship Shahjalal were deployed in the wa-
ters of the Ichamati along the international border that 
serves as the international border between the two coun-
tries.
Congratulating both the forces on the successful conduct 
of the drill, senior BSF and BGB officers said the exercise 
would become a “regular affair” in the future.
‘Deterrent to smugglers’
While Mr. Salunkhe expressed hopes of more such ex-
ercises, Mr. Hasan said the drill “can be a big deterrent 
to smugglers and criminals who will have to deal with the 
combined efforts of both the forces”.
The officials said the joint exercise would be extended 
on land as well to make it part of a coordinated border 
management plan.
Speaking about cross-border smuggling, both BSF and 
BGB officers pointed out that smuggling of cattle has 
come down by nearly 60 to 70 per cent in the recent times. 
BSF officials also flagged concerns about smuggling of 
Fake Indian Currency Notes (FICN). Regarding concerns 
about smuggling of Phensedyl from India to Bangladesh, 
BSF officials said the recent decision to ban on the cough 
syrup would help the forces to stop smuggling.
“Now with the substance being banned, this will strength-
en our hands,” Mr. Salunkhe said, adding that, earlier, 
in order to attract penal provisions under the Narcotic 
Drugs and Psychotropic Substances (NDPS) Act, more 
than 10,000 bottles had to seized.

India, Maldives to finalise pact to fight Is-
lamic State
India and the Maldives are in the process of finalising 
a “cross-border counter-terror mechanism” to deal with 

radicalisation, and to tackle the spread of citizens trying 
to join the terror group, the Islamic State, in particular, a 
senior Maldivian official said on Monday.
“Radicalisation is a big concern and a threat that we are 
extremely worried about,” said Foreign Secretary Ali Na-
seer Mohamed who met with his Indian counterpart S. 
Jaishankar on Saturday, adding that it was now “com-
monly acknowledged” that information sharing was the 
best way to prevent people from travelling to the IS-con-
trolled areas. As a result, the Maldives, which believes 
about 40 of its citizens are currently fighting with the ter-
ror group in Iraq and Syria, wants to work closely with 
India and Sri Lanka, two countries that Maldivian citizens 
most travel to. Mr. Ali Mohamed denied that figures of 
Maldivian IS fighters were much more, as had been al-
leged by former President Mohammad Nasheed, who 
quoted a figure of more than 200 in a recent press con-
ference. “Even the figure of 40 is quite big for a country 
the size of the Maldives which has a population of just 
3,50,000. Even one Maldivian becoming a terrorist and 
killing people is enough to shake our society,” he said.
Explaining that the mechanism between India and the 
Maldives would go beyond “intelligence sharing,” Maldiv-
ian High Commissioner to India Ahmed Mohamed said, 
“There is a discussion between the Indian government 
and the Maldives on establishing a cross-border mecha-
nism to address this issue and already the Maldives has 
institutionalised the process.”
“Our biggest challenge is the potential returnees from IS 
training camps, who are trained in firearms,” said Mr. Ali 
Mohamed, detailing the discussions with India and other 
countries on sharing policies on deradicalisation, as well 
as working with communities on preventing youth from 
being recruited for the brutal terror organisation. Mal-
dives shot to international attention on the issue after a 
video, purportedly made by men who claimed to belong 
to the IS, threatened “bomb attacks” in the tourist-bound 
islands after the arrest of Islamist leader Sheikh Imran 
Abdulla last year. Mr. Abdulla, who leads the opposition 
Adhaalath party, was sentenced in February 2016 to 12 
years’ imprisonment for inciting violence, which has only 
deepened the political crisis in the country.

India to discuss trade curbs, projects at 
BRICS meeting
The government is preparing a list of priority projects for 
which investments could be sought from other BRICS na-
tions, official sources said.
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Official sources told The Hindu that the list of big pro-
jects, in addition to a proposal to set up a mechanism to 
expeditiously resolve non-tariff barriers (NTBs) that are 
hurting goods trade between BRICS member countries, 
will be taken up for discussion during the next month’s 
meeting of the grouping’s Contact Group on Economic 
and Trade Issues (CGETI).
Investments would be sought for projects, mostly in infra-
structure sector, from other member nations viz. Brazil, 
Russia, China and South Africa
The CGETI meeting, which will be attended by high-lev-
el government officials, sets the agenda for the BRICS 
(Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) trade and 
economy ministers’ meeting
India is chairing the influential bloc BRICS for an 11-month 
term till December 2016. India’s list of projects will be 
similar to what Russia brought out during its term as the 
chair of the BRICS Group last year.
The Russian list had included about 60 projects in oil 
and gas, coal, water resources, high-tech manufacturing, 
mining, engineering, aviation, agriculture, transport and 
logistics, information technology and satellite communi-
cation, many of which were to involve participation from 
companies, including those from India.
India is also likely to put up a proposal at the CGETI 
meeting to boost services trade through relaxed visa 
norms. Besides, India will seek cooperation between 
BRICS countries on standards and technical regulations 
in goods and services trade. Russia and China are pitch-
ing for measures easing of norms to boost e-commerce 
trade. In another initiative, Russia and Brazil are de-
manding a mechanism to link the single window clear-
ance mechanisms in the BRICS countries for better trade 
facilitation.
Russia had also sought a mechanism to regularly discuss 
issues related to micro, small and medium enterprises 
(MSME) in BRICS countries as well as the creation of a 
BRICS MSME Internet portal. China is keen on improved 
cooperation in intellectual property rights.
The sources said before the end of its term as the BRICS 
Chair, India will also hold a trade fair and an investor 
forum to promote the government’s flagship schemes 
such as ‘Make In India’, ‘Digital India’, ‘Smart City Mis-
sion’, ‘Start-up India’ and the ‘National Mission for Clean 
Ganga’.
These events -- meant to attract more investments from 
the BRICS countries into India -- could coincide with the 
next BRICS Summit (the eighth), slated for October this 
year most likely in New Delhi, the sources said.

India’s work on a list of projects in the country comes 
even as the BRICS New Development Bank has begun 
its process to select priority projects. These include in 
sectors such as renewable energy and infrastructure.

Nepal PM seeks good ties with China, 
India
Strongly defending ties with China, Nepal’s Prime Min-
ister K. P. Sharma Oli, on Saturday said the Himalayan 
country wanted good relations with both China and India 
to draw “developmental benefits” for the Nepali economy.
“Nepal is smaller in size and has limited resources. We 
have to benefit also from the developmental activities in 
the neighbouring countries. We don’t want to fight with 
any country nor do we want to distance ourselves from 
any of our neighbours. We are a small country seeking 
development of our people,” Mr. Oli said in a TV interview 
which was telecast a on an Indian channel, a day before 
he is scheduled to embark upon his first visit to China.
Mr. Oli defended his policy with India indicating that New 
Delhi’s lack of support to the Nepali Constitution was due 
to “lack of mutual understanding” which was addressed 
during his February visit to India.
“Some Indian leaders and ministers were misinformed 
and misled about the new Nepali Constitution,” Mr. Oli 
said, defending the statute which has been termed dis-
criminatory by Nepal’s Madhesi population.
Hydel projects
Prime Minister Oli also strongly defended Nepal’s rights 
over water resources and said Nepal will allow hydroe-
lectricity generation if the projects are in “mutual benefit.”
“We are not against exploiting our water resources for 
electricity generation. India, or any other country and 
companies can exploit rivers for energy generation pro-
vided the projects benefit us both,” Mr. Oli said.
Mr Oli’s visit to China has been a subject of speculation 
since he came to power in October 2015. Reports sug-
gest that the visit to China, beginning on March 20, may 
include landmark agreements on border trade and extra-
dition of wanted criminals.
China to build fuel depots
On Saturday, Nepali Minister for Supplies, Ganesh Man 
Pun declared that Mr Oli’s visit would lead to the conclu-
sion of a bilateral agreement on fuel supply from China.
Mr. Pun also announced that the Chinese government 
would build fuel storage depots in three locations in Ne-
pal for which plans have begun.
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Japan says India’s nuclear MoU “legally 
binding”
Days before Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to 
Washington DC for the Nuclear Security Summit, a sen-
ior Japanese diplomat told The Hindu that India had 
committed to adhere to the “control of nuclear material, 
traceability [of nuclear fuel] and consequence in case of a 
nuclear accident” under the memorandum of understand-
ing (MoU) on civil nuclear cooperation with Japan signed 
during Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s visit to India in 2015.
Intrusive, feel experts
Though the bilateral agreement leaves out India’s military 
nuclear programme, experts warn that the agreed princi-
ples impinge on India’s independent nuclear programme 
as they imply intrusive inspection of civilian nuclear re-
actors as warranted under the Nuclear Non-proliferation 
Treaty (NPT).
The Japanese diplomat pointed out that so far, the world 
had to rely on India’s verbal commitments on nuclear 
non-proliferation, but the India-Japan MoU marked the 
first occasion when India came under legal obligation to 
uphold non-proliferation concerns.
“There were no tools to bind India, only India’s voluntary 
self-claimed policy existed, but now there is legally bind-
ing measures by the agreement between India and Ja-
pan,” said the diplomat, explaining that the commitments 
were proof of India’s peaceful and transparent intentions 
in using nuclear reactors solely for energy generation. He 
said India will be financially accountable if it is found to be 
violating the principles.
An Indian official who has been associated with the ne-
gotiations said the principles being cited by the Japanese 
were nothing extraordinary and were part of the “stand-
ard template for civil nuclear deal” that India had signed 
with several countries. However, he refused to address 
the Japanese assertion that India would have to finan-
cially compensate Japan if it violated the principles.
Top experts on nuclear affairs, however, describe the 
MoU as a “backdoor attempt to draw India into the NPT”.
“The principles of traceability and control over nuclear 
material are highly intrusive measures that will be used 
by the Japanese to trace the nuclear fuel that Japanese-
origin reactors sold to India will contain,” says Ashok 
Parthasarathi, former Scientific Adviser to Prime Minister 
Indira Gandhi. The MoU may destabilise India’s estab-
lished nuclear deals with Russia and France as they too 
may demand similar commitments previously denied to 
them, he said.

A. Gopalakrishnan, former Chairman of the Atomic En-
ergy Regulatory Board, points out that conditions on 
“traceability of nuclear fuel and safety of nuclear material” 
do not figure in the deals India concluded with the U.S., 
France and Russia.
“The government should not accept such intrusive pro-
visions as these are demeaning for a country of India’s 
stature,” Dr. Gopalakrishnan told The Hindu . Refuting 
the government’s claim on the “template of civil nuclear 
deal”, he said: “The official template of nuclear deal did 
not contain provisions that might empower outside pow-
ers to carry out inspection to trace nuclear fuel in India.”

India, France sign MoU for 6 Jaitapur 
nuclear reactors
India and France have signed a memorandum of under-
standing (MoU) for construction of six nuclear reactors at 
Jaitapur in Maharashtra, two months after the two coun-
tries decided to conclude the techno-commercial nego-
tiations for the project by the year end.
The pact was inked on Tuesday at the end of the two-day 
visit of a high-level delegation of Electricite de France 
(EDF) — French public utility — to Mumbai for holding 
discussions with the Nuclear Power Corporation of India 
Ltd (NPCIL) on the construction of the plants, diplomatic 
sources said.
French Ambassador to India Francois Richier, who was 
present on the occasion, reiterated his country’s commit-
ment to working seamlessly with India through a collabo-
rative approach to enable both sides to contribute collec-
tively to the development of nuclear energy in India in the 
most economical manner. 

India and Bangladesh barter power, 
bandwidth
Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina joined a video 
conference with Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi on 
Wednesday, jointly inaugurating the supply of 100 MW 
power from India and leasing of 10 GBPS Internet band-
width from Bangladesh.
In exchange for 10 GBPS Internet bandwidth from Bang-
ladesh, India will supply 100 MW electricity, which comes 
as a major stride into bilateral relationship in the warm 
ambiance of Holi festival in India.
Inaugurating the power supply from Tripura, Mr. Modi de-
scribed it as a “historic occasion”, and “an example to the 
world” on how Bangladesh and Tripura, which share his-
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toric relations as the tiny Indian State had given millions 
of Bangladeshis shelter during the nation’s liberation war 
in 1971.
Bangladesh allowed the transport of over-dimensional 
cargo through its territory during the construction of the 
Palatana power plant in Tripura in 2011.
The power grids of the two countries have been hooked 
up with the supply of 500 MW of power to Bangladesh 
through transmission cable. The supply of another 500 
MW through the same interconnection was also an-
nounced during Mr. Modi’s Dhaka visit in 2015.
External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj, Bangladesh 
Foreign Minister AH Mahmood Ali, and Chief Minister of 
Tripura Manik Sarkar also addressed the inauguration via 
the video conference.
“The sharing of bandwidth and power is yet another mile-
stone in the development of ties between Bangladesh 
and India,” said Ms. Hasina during the video conference, 
adding: “Bilateral ties between and Bangladesh and In-
dia have reached new heights. I am sure we will witness 
more joyful moments so as to bring greater benefits to 
our people.” The Bangladesh leader also stressed: Con-
nectivity is the next frontier of our cooperation. Ms. Hasi-
na said “the import of electricity from Tripura fulfils yet 
another political commitment made by India.”
Mr. Modi has expressed his ‘earnest desire’ to take the 
country’s cooperation with Bangladesh to the sphere of 
space. “I have said earlier that we should work together 
in the sphere of space. It is India’s earnest desire that 
India wants to be with Bangladesh in the Bangabandhu 
satellite [project].”
Mr. Modi said the two countries have “set an example” of 
how relations between the neighbours should be, of how 
to make an inter-dependent world.
Referring to the Bangladesh-Bhutan-India-Nepal (BBIN) 
connectivity deal, the Indian PM said, “We have already 
started working together on road connectivity. Today, we 
are forging a new bond through electricity sharing. We 
are also working together on digital connectivity, a must 
for the 21st century. “This means Bangladesh and India 
are going forward hand in hand in the spheres of land, 
water and space.”
Bangladesh hopes to launch the Bangabandhu-1 Satel-
lite by the end of 2017.
At the beginning of the conference, Mr. Modi wished 
Bangladesh a happy Independence Day on March 26.

India-UAE agreement for $75 billion 
investment in NIIF gets clearance

The Union Cabinet gave its ex-post facto approval for 
a Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) between India 
and the United Arab Emirates (UAE) to mobilise up to 
$75 billion long-term investment in the National Invest-
ment and Infrastructure Fund (NIIF).
The MoU will help establish a transparent and high-level 
framework and collaboration platform under which both 
countries intend to explore ways to facilitate and expand 
the participation of UAE’s investment institutions in ap-
propriate infrastructure projects and institutions in India 
including NIIF, Union Minister Ravi Shankar Prasad told 
reporters.
The MoU was signed in February during Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s visit to UAE.
“The joint statement during the visit of Prime Minister to 
the UAE in August 2015, mentioned the establishment of 
UAE-India Infrastructure Investment Fund, with the aim 
of reaching a target of USD 75 billion to support invest-
ment in India’s plans for rapid expansion of next genera-
tion infrastructure, especially in railways, ports, roads, 
airports and industrial corridors and parks,” according to 
a government statement.
A joint working group comprising of the concerned rep-
resentatives of both parties would take forward coopera-
tion under this MoU and to discuss and agree the terms, 
principles and criteria jointly, Mr Prasad said.
Meanwhile, the Cabinet also gave its approval for the 
procurement of launch services and realisation of ground 
segment for GSAT-11 spacecraft at a cost of Rs.1,117 
crore.
GSAT-11 is a communication satellite with 32 high-power 
spot beams for providing high bandwidth VSAT commu-
nication is currently under development at DOS/ISRO 
facilities. It will be ready for launch by the end of 2016. 
“Considering the 5,600 Kg lift-off mass, the satellite will 
be launched using procured launch vehicle outside the 
country.
“The ground segment is being realized to address the 
rural communication requirements,” according to a gov-
ernment statement.

Silk Road initiative: China vows to take 
partnership with Bangladesh to new level
 China stands ready to work with Bangladesh to 
strengthen the synergy of bilateral development strate-
gies through the Silk Road initiative and take their part-
nership to a new level, the top leadership said Saturday. 
In his message to his Bangladeshi counterpart Abdul Ha-
mid on the occasion of Bangladesh’s 45th National Day 
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, Chinese President Xi Jinping said over the years, the China-Bangladesh traditional friendship has been continuously 
deepened and bilateral communication and cooperation in all fields have been fruitful. 
 China stands ready to work with Bangladesh to strengthen the synergy of bilateral development strategies 
within the framework of the Belt and Road (Silk Road) Initiative so as to push forward the ever-closer China-Bangladesh 
comprehensive partnership of cooperation, Xi said. Chinese Premier Li Keqiang also sent a congratulatory message 
Saturday to his Bangladeshi counterpart Sheikh Hasina saying that China-Bangladesh relations have enjoyed a sound 
momentum of development with bilateral pragmatic cooperation in all fields constantly scoring new progress. China 
stands ready to work with Bangladesh to further expand friendly exchanges and cooperation of mutual benefit so as to 
raise the ever-closer China-Bangladesh comprehensive partnership of cooperation to a new level, he was quoted as 
saying by the state-run Xinhua news agency reported. 

India, EU to discuss ‘sensitive bilateral issues’ in Brussels
India and EU will seek to resume talks on the proposed free trade agreement at the Brussels Summit on Wednesday. 
Talks on the Broadbased Trade and Investment Agreement (BTIA) have become a real casualty of the ongoing diplo-
matic tensions between the two sides.
The friction has been caused by various incidents, including India’s arrest in 2012 of Italian marines Massimiliano Latorre 
and Salvatore Girone, charged with killing two fisherman off the coast of Kerala. Last year, another diplomatic fracas, 
this time over the ban on about 700 generic Indian drugs in the EU region, on procedural grounds, hit the free trade talks.
The EU is India’s largest trading partner, with bilateral trade amounting to $126 billion. It is also the largest export des-
tination for India, and a source of $69 billion in FDI. “The summit will also provide an opportunity for leaders to raise 
more sensitive bilateral issues such as the ongoing international arbitration under the UN Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS) in regard to the case of two Italian marines, as well as the case of fourteen Estonian and six UK Guards 
sentenced to prison by an Indian court,” the EU said in a press statement on Tuesday.
Coincidentally, oral arguments in the Marines case are being heard at the Permanent Court of Arbitration in The Hague 
on Wednesday.
In addition to the BTIA, the leaders are expected to endorse an EU-India Agenda for Action 2020, which will set stra-
tegic priorities for the next five years. Several of the expected joint declarations specifically address pet projects of the 
government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi. There will also be a declaration on clean energy and climate. A Common 
Agenda on Migration and Mobility (CAMM), addressing regular and irregular migration as well as trafficking, and a joint 
declaration on terrorism are expected to be adopted.
The counter-terrorism declaration was already on the cards prior to the March 22 terror attack in Brussels, but has 
come into sharp focus since then. “There is little doubt that the events of last week in Brussels ... are bound to have an 
influence on the discussions,” Manjeev Singh Puri, India’s Ambassador to Belgium, Luxembourg and the EU, told The 
Hindu .
The first half of Mr. Modi’s day in Brussels will comprise a ceremonial welcome, a meeting with his Belgium counterpart 
Charles Michel , and lunch with many of the major business heads.
This will be followed by the India-EU summit, which includes a working dinner. Later that evening, Mr. Modi is expected 
to meet about 5,000 Indian expats at the Brussels Expo auditorium.
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Is Earth getting an intergalactic SOS?
Astronomers have, for the first time, detected repeating 
short bursts of mysterious and powerful radio waves from 
an enigmatic source that is likely located well beyond the 
edge of the Milky Way galaxy.
The findings indicate that these “fast radio bursts” come 
from an extremely powerful object, which occasionally 
produces multiple bursts in under a minute, researchers 
said.
All previously detected fast radio bursts (FRBs) have ap-
peared to be one-off events, they said. As a result, most 
theories about the origin of these mysterious pulses have 
involved cataclysmic incidents that destroy their source 
— a star exploding in a supernova, for example, or a neu-
tron star collapsing into a black hole.
The new finding, however, shows that at least some 
FRBs may have other origins. The FRBs, which last just 
a few thousandths of a second, have puzzled scientists 
since they were first reported nearly a decade ago. De-
spite extensive follow-up efforts, astronomers until now 
have searched in vain for repeat bursts.
Last year, McGill University Ph.D student Paul Scholz 
was sifting through results from observations performed 
with the Arecibo radio telescope in Puerto Rico — the 
world’s largest radio telescope.
The new data run through a supercomputer showed sev-
eral bursts with properties consistent with those of an 
FRB detected in 2012.
The repeat signals were surprising — and “very exciting,” 
Mr. Scholz said. “I knew immediately that the discovery 
would be extremely important in the study of FRBs.”
He pored over the remaining output from specialised 
software used to search for pulsars and radio bursts. He 
found that there were a total of 10 new bursts.
The finding suggests that these bursts must have come 
from an object, such as a rotating neutron star having 
unprecedented power that enables the emission of ex-

tremely bright pulses.
“Not only did these bursts repeat, but their brightness and 
spectra also differ from those of other FRBs,” said Laura 
Spitler, postdoctoral researcher at the Max Planck Insti-
tute for Radio Astronomy in Germany.

With IRNSS almost up in orbit, ground 
centres get into place
As national space agency ISRO gets closer to complet-
ing the seven-spacecraft regional navigation system in 
space by April as planned, it also is quickly putting across 
cities the last pieces of ground-based support infrastruc-
ture of the system.
Even as the sixth spacecraft, IRNSS-1F, is slated to be 
launched on Thursday from Sriharikota, IRNSS-1G, the 
seventh and last scheduled one apart from a few spares, 
is slated for March 31 or later in April.
The IRNSS (Indian Regional Navigation Satellite Sys-
tem) has come to be known as the country’s own ‘GPS’. 
Its nerve centre, the ISRO Navigation Centre, is at By-
alalu on the outskirts of Bengaluru and is part of the 21 
ground locations.
ISRO is learnt to be adding a back-up for it at Lucknow. 
Four more centres providing different vital services are 
also coming up.
Among them are data receiving and processing centres; 
units that have instruments such as atomic clocks for 
keeping accurate time, which is essential in navigation; 
and those that generate and transmit navigation param-
eters and maintain the spacecraft in position all the time.
Navigation satellites provide three main data, namely 
PNT: information on position, navigation and time. The 
data is important for a host of users, from the military to 
managers of air land and sea transport up to the man on 
the street looking to reach somewhere.
The ground segment, estimated to cost Rs. 300 crore, is 
part of the Rs. 1,420-crore IRNSS scheme, which was ap-
proved in May 2006. “Currently, the IRNSS ground seg-
ment is operational on a 24/7 basis [through] 13 IRIMS 
(Indian Range and Integrity Monitoring Stations; 1 IRNSS 
Network Timing Centre; one ISRO Navigation Centre and 
one Spacecraft Control Facility with its data communica-
tion network. Along with the deployment of the constel-
lation, the entire ground segment with two more IRIMS 
and one each of [Network timing Centre,] INC and SCF is 
planned to be established,” ISRO said.
The range monitoring IRIMS, which could eventually total 
15 to 17, will be spread across Gaggal, Dehradun, Luc-
know, Jodhpur, Udaipur, Bhopal, Shillong, Kolkata, Goa, 

Science,
Tech. and 
Environment
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Pune, Kavaratti, Mahendragiri and Port Blair, besides 
Bengaluru and Hassan.
A Space Control Facility each will be in Hassan — where 
the Master Control Facility for communication satellites 
functions since many decades — and its alternative cen-
tre in Bhopal.

Navigation satellite placed in orbit
ISRO on Thursday successfully put into orbit India’s sixth 
dedicated navigation satellite, the IRNSS-1F, from here. 
The satellite was launched on-board India’s workhorse 
launch vehicle, the Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle (PSLV).
The Independent Regional Navigation Satellite System 
(IRNSS) is designed to provide accurate position infor-
mation service to users in India and the region extending 
up to 1,500 km from the border.
The Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle (PSLV C-32) lifted off 
at 4.01 p.m. with the payload. The launch was revised by 
one minute to 4.01 p.m. “for collision avoidance as per 
the space debris studies,” according to ISRO.
The IRNSS-1F carrying two payloads — the navigation 
payload and ranging payload — was put into orbit 20 
minutes after take-off from the second launch pad at the 
Satish Dhawan Space Centre, Sriharikota.
“It was a precise launch,” A.S. Kiran Kumar, Chairman, 
ISRO said.
“It [PSLV] has taken the satellite into the right orbit. We 
have only one more satellite in this constellation to com-
plete our sequence of seven satellites for the regional 
navigation system which we expect to do sometime next 
month. The signals will be available in one month,” he 
said.
The satellite had a lift-off mass of 1,425 kg and was pow-
ered by two solar panels generating 1660 W and one 
Lithium-ion battery of 90 Ampere-hour capacity.
With this launch, India inches closer to having its own 
navigation system (like a GPS).
The navigation payload of IRNSS-1F will transmit navi-
gation service signals and will operate in the L5 band 
and S band. The ranging payload consists of a C-band 
transponder that facilitates accurate determination of the 
range of the satellites.
“Successful launch of IRNSS-1F is an accomplishment 
we all take immense pride in. I salute the hard work of our 
scientists and ISRO,” Prime Minister Narendra Modi said 
in a tweet. President Pranab Mukherjee also congratu-
lated the scientists.
ISRO is now preparing to launch the last satellite in the 
IRNSS series, the IRNSS-1G, and work has already be-

gun on it.
“We are going to start the next mission with the last of 
our IRNSS series and are going to end this year with a 
spectacular mission of launching the heaviest Indian sat-
ellite on the GSLV Mark III D1,” K. Sivan, Director, Vikram 
Sarabhai Space Centre, said after the launch.

Finally, a bacterium that degrades 
polluting plastics identified
A bacterium species capable of breaking down plastic 
— polyethylene terephthalate (PET) — has been identi-
fied by a team of Japanese researchers. The bacterium 
uses two enzymes in sequence to break down the highly 
biodegradation-resistant polymer PET. The results are to 
be published on Friday in the journal Science .
Except for rare instances of two fungi that have been 
found to grow on a mineral medium of PET yarns, there 
are no reports any bacteria biologically degrading PET or 
growing on the chemically inert substance.
Shosuke Yoshida, the first author of the paper from the 
Department of Applied Biology, Kyoto Institute of Tech-
nology, Kyoto and others collected 250 contaminated 
samples from a PET bottle recycling site. They looked 
for microorganisms that relied on PET film as a prima-
ry source of carbon for growth. At first they identified a 
distinct microbial consortium that contained a mixture of 
bacteria species that degraded the PET film surface at 30 
degree C; 75 per cent of the PET film surface was broken 
down into carbon dioxide at 28 degree C.
From the microbial consortium, the researchers isolated 
a unique bacterium — Ideonella sakaiensis 201-F6 — 
that could almost completely degrade a thin film of PET in 
a short span of six weeks at 30 degree C. “The PET film 
was almost fully degraded after six weeks at 30 degree 
C,” they note.
The bacterium degrades PET using two enzymes that act 
on it in sequence. First, the bacterium adheres to PET 
and produces an intermediate substance through hydrol-
ysis. The second enzyme then works with water and acts 
on this intermediate substance to produce the two mono-
mers — ethylene glycol and terephthalic acid — used for 
making PET through polymerisation.
PET has been littering the environment for the last 70 
years and, in 2013, 56 million tonnes of PET were pro-
duced worldwide. Since PET came into being only 70 
years ago, a pertinent question is how this distinct bac-
terium evolved or naturally selected in the environment. 
Also, is not clear what natural processes were at play for 
the two unique enzymes capable of breaking down PET 
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in sequential steps to evolve.

Cabinet approves new pricing policy for 
hard-to-reach, deep sea gas fields
he Union Cabinet on Thursday approved a new pricing 
formula for gas discoveries made in difficult-to-access ar-
eas. The formula will be based on a weighted one-year 
average of prices of fuel oil, naptha and imported coal.
“Since the rate is not enough to incentivise exploration, 
the government approved the new price formula for un-
developed gas discoveries in deep-sea, ultra-deep sea 
and high-temperature, high-pressure areas using av-
erage of landed price of naphtha, fuel oil and liquefied 
natural gas (LNG),” Minister of Petroleum and Natural 
Gas Dharmendra Pradhan told reporters. The decision 
follows Finance Minister Arun Jaitley’s comments dur-
ing his Budget speech about the government’s plans to 
incentivise gas production from deep-water, ultra deep-
water,high-pressure and high-temperature areas.
“A proposal is under consideration for new discoveries 
and areas which are yet to commence production, first, to 
provide calibrated marketing freedom and second, to do 
so at a pre-determined ceiling price to be discovered on 
the principle of landed price of alternative fuels,” Mr Jait-
ley had said.“This will definitely be positive for upstream 
companies since the new pricing will be applicable to ex-
isting as well as future discoveries. This will lead to prices 
rising by about 70-80 per cent of their current levels and 
will enable companies to begin work on their new discov-
eries in these difficult areas,” K. Ravichandran, Senior 
Vice President and Co-Head, Corporate Sector Rating at 
ICRA told The Hindu.
The landed price-based ceiling will be calculated once 
in six months and applied prospectively for the next six 
months, Mr. Pradhan said.
The new price will apply to underdeveloped gas discover-
ies and not currently producing fields.
The Cabinet also approved the Hydrocarbon Exploration 
and Licensing Policy (HELP). The highlights of the new 
policy involve granting explorers a uniform license for 
exploration and production of all forms of hydrocarbons. 
The previous policy required a separate license for each 
type of hydrocarbon.
“Again, this is positive from the long-term perspective. It 
may not result in immediate benefits but will give flexibil-
ity to the companies and is in line with global trends,” Mr. 
Ravichandran said.
The new policy also incorporates an open acreage policy 

wherein exploration and production companies will be al-
lowed to choose the blocks they want to use from the 
designated area. In addition, the policy moves towards 
an easier revenue-sharing mechanism from the current 
profit-sharing mechanism.
“The earlier contracts were based on the concept of prof-
it-sharing where profits are shared between government 
and the contractor after recovery of cost. Under the profit-
sharing methodology, it became necessary for the gov-
ernment to scrutinise cost details of private participants 
and this led to many delays and disputes. Under the new 
regime, the government will not be concerned with the 
cost incurred and will receive a share of the gross rev-
enue from the sale of oil, gas, etc,” according to a state-
ment from the government. “This revenue-sharing model 
is more controversial. A production-sharing contract will 
be better for Indian blocks since the risk level is higher. 
Now, right from day one companies will have to share 
revenue with the government, which will mean that they 
will have to start projects with a much higher amount of 
capex since earlier they had to share only after costs 
were incorporated,” Mr. Ravichandran explained.
Under this new policy, the government also extended the 
terms of production-sharing contracts for 28 small and 
marginal fields. The new contracts have been extended 
till the life of the assets. Notably, this decision did not in-
clude Cairn India’s fields in Rajasthan for which the com-
pany has been asking for a license extension for a while 
now.
The Cabinet approved the Pradhan Mantri Ujjwala Yo-
jana , a scheme announced by Mr. Jaitley in the Budget, 
wherein free LPG connections will be provided to women 
from BPL households.
“Under the scheme, Rs.8,000 crore has been earmarked 
for providing five crore LPG connections to BPL house-
holds. The scheme provides a financial support of Rs. 
1,600 for each LPG connection to the BPL households. 
The identification of eligible BPL families will be made 
in consultation with the state governments and the un-
ion territories,” according to the statement. The scheme 
would be implemented over three years.
The Cabinet also decided to award the medium-sized 
fields of Ratna and R-Series to ONGC. The fields, off the 
Mumbai coast, were previously awarded to Essar Oil but 
the contract could not be signed.

Solar power sector to shine brightly in 
2016: Mercom
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Solar power sector in India is expected to double its an-
nual capacity addition during 2016 supported by favour-
able policy framework and falling costs, according to a 
global renewable energy consulting firm.
The sector will add over 4,000 MW this year from the ear-
lier forecast of 3,600 MW, according to Mercom Capital.
Mercom revised its forecast of capacity addition as vari-
ous projects, which are under development, will be going 
on stream this year.
Union Minister of Power and New and Renewable En-
ergy Piyush Goyal had also indicated that 2016-17 would 
witness a significant rise in new capacity addition in solar 
power sector.
Mercom forecast over 4,000 MW of new installations for 
2016, nearly 100 percent year-over-year (y-o-y) growth 
from the 2015 total of 2,133 MW.
“Solar installations in 2015 grew by 142 per cent after 
three years of remaining flat and we expect 2016 and 
2017 to record strong growth,” according to Raj Prabhu, 
Chief Executive Officer and Co-Founder of Mercom Cap-
ital Group.
His optimistic outlookstems from the fact that there are 
over 10,000MW of solar projects under development with 
cumulative solar installations in the country totalling 5,632 
MW and about 8,400 MW expected to be auctioned off 
over the next few months.
However, he said that there was a cautious optimism 
in the solar industry as aggressive bidding remained a 
major concern throughout the sector. The latest auctions 
have hit new lows at Rs.4.34 per kWh, a drop of about 
six per cent in the last three months. “Projects with tariffs 
under Rs.5 per kWh, unless built at a cost of Rs.5 crore 
or below, are considered extremely risky and difficult to 
finance by lenders and most developers,” he said.
“But most of these projects are, however, expected to be 
commissioned in 2017 and developers hope that in the 
time period between bidding and procurement, module 
and balance of system (BOS) costs will continue to drop 
along with interest rates to make these projects feasible,” 
Mr. Prabhu said.

Magnetic chips to enhance energy 
efficiency of computers
In a breakthrough for energy-efficient computing, engi-
neers at the University of California-Berkeley have shown 
for the first time that magnetic chips can operate with the 
lowest fundamental level of energy dissipation possible 
under the laws of thermodynamics.

The findings mean that dramatic reductions in power 
consumption are possible — as much as one-millionth 
the amount of energy per operation used by transistors in 
modern computers.
This is critical for mobile devices, which demand power-
ful processors that can run for a day or more on small, 
lightweight batteries.
Data centres
On a larger industrial scale, as computing increasingly 
moves into ‘the cloud’, the electricity demands of the gi-
ant cloud data centres are multiplying, collectively taking 
an increasing share of the country’s — and world’s — 
electrical grid.
Reducing energy needed
“We wanted to know how small we could shrink the 
amount of energy needed for computing,” said senior au-
thor Jeffrey Bokor, a UC Berkeley professor of electrical 
engineering and computer sciences.
“The biggest challenge in designing computers and, in 
fact, all our electronics today is reducing their energy 
consumption,” he added in a paper appeared in the peer-
reviewed journal Science Advances . Lowering energy 
use is a relatively recent shift in focus in chip manufactur-
ing after decades of emphasis on packing greater num-
bers of increasingly tiny and faster transistors onto chips.
“Making transistors go faster was requiring too much 
energy,” said Bokor, who is also the deputy director the 
Centre for Energy Efficient Electronics Science, a Sci-
ence and Technology Centre at UC Berkeley funded by 
the National Science Foundation. “The chips were get-
ting so hot they’d just melt.”
Magnetic computing emerged as a promising candidate 
because the magnetic bits can be differentiated by direc-
tion, and it takes just as much energy to get the magnet 
to point left as it does to point right.

ExoMars: ‘giant nose’ to sniff out life on 
Mars
Space engineers are making final preparations for the 
launch of a robot spacecraft designed to sniff out signs 
of life on Mars.
The probe, ExoMars 2016 — the first of a two-phase 
exploration of the Red Planet by European and Russian 
scientists — is scheduled to be blasted into space on a 
Proton rocket from Baikonour cosmodrome in Kazakh-
stan at 0931 GMT on Monday.
The spacecraft consists of a module called Schiaparelli 
that will test heat shields and parachutes in preparation 
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for future probe landings on Mars and a second main 
component, the Trace Gas Orbiter or TGO, that will ana-
lyse the planet’s atmosphere. In particular it will seek out 
the presence of the gas methane which, on Earth, is pro-
duced by living organisms.
“Essentially our spacecraft is a giant nose in the sky,” 
said Jorge Vago, an ExoMars project scientist based with 
the European Space Agency (Esa).
“We are going to use it to sniff out the presence of meth-
ane on Mars and determine if it is being produced by 
biological processes.” Methane is normally destroyed 
by ultraviolet radiation within a few hundred years of its 
creation. Its presence on Mars would therefore suggest 
life had recently been active there.
The U.S. robot rover Curiosity, which landed on Mars 
in 2012, initially found no sign of methane. Subsequent 
analyses in 2014 did report the presence of methane in 
the Martian atmosphere in one area. However, some sci-
entists have argued that it may have been created by 
non—biological means.
On Earth most methane is generated biologically, but it 
can be made by chemical processes under the surface. 
To differentiate between these two processes, the Ex-
oMars trace gas detector will not only analyse methane 
levels in more detail than any previous mission but also 
study other gases that will provide information about its 
likely source. “If methane is found in the presence of 
other complex hydrocarbon gases, such as propane or 
ethane, that will be a strong indication that biological pro-
cesses are involved,” said another project scientist, Man-
ish Patel, of the Open University.
“However, if we find methane in the presence of gases 
such as sulphur dioxide, a chemical strongly associated 
with volcanic activity on Earth, that will be a pretty sure 
sign that we are dealing with methane that has come from 
the ground and is a byproduct of geological processes.”
ExoMars is expected to arrive at the Red Planet on 19 
October after a journey of 496m km across space, and 
will be followed by a second ExoMars mission, a Mars 
rover, scheduled for launch in 2018.

Quietly, symbolically, U.S. control of the 
Internet through ICANN just ended
At a luxury hideaway in Morocco, two years of talks on 
Icann’s running of the Internet finished with a deal to put 
multiple global stakeholders in charge. Inside, the peo-
ple who run the Internet’s naming and numbering sys-
tems have been meeting with some of the governments 

who would rather be doing the job themselves. Eventu-
ally, they cut a deal, and then negotiators from countries 
mostly in the northern hemisphere staggered blinking 
into the sunlight and splayed like lizards around the azure 
swimming pools, almost too tired to drink. Almost.
What they have agreed is a plan for Icann, the Internet 
Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers, to end 
direct U.S. government oversight control of administering 
the Internet and commit permanently to a slightly mysteri-
ous model of global “multi-stakeholderism”.
Like any settlement of a long-running conflict, the trick 
is to spread the unhappiness evenly and not celebrate 
too much, lest anyone think they’ve lost more than they’d 
reckoned. Though the French government was still seeth-
ing over a spat about “dot champagne”, it rallied the nay-
sayers the weekend before the official meeting started. 
Yet the real worry was the United States.
Larry Strickling , assistant secretary at the U.S. Depart-
ment of Commerce, is a man who defines jovial calm, 
but I pity any rug salesman who tries to get one over on 
him at the medina. He has steadily navigated the U.S. 
government towards fulfilling its original commitment to 
Icann’s independence almost 20 years ago, but he has a 
tough crowd back home. To avoid spooking Republican 
congressmen or presidential candidates, Icann won’t big 
up last week’s historic achievement. Make no mistake, 
though, Thursday 10 March 2016 was a bright shining 
day on the Internet. Internet Independence Day, no less. 
But why did we even need a carefully brokered deal to 
make managing the Internet the world’s business, and 
not America’s prerogative? When Icann was founded in 
1998, the plan was to keep its anchoring contract with 
the U.S. National Telecommunications and Information 
Administration (NTIA) for a year or two, and for Icann to 
become independent in 2000. But in the meantime, the 
Internet became just too important for the U.S. to let go 
of the reins.
Shielded by the U.S., Icann resisted attempts by the 
United Nations’ International Telecommunication Union 
to take over its job. Iana (the Internet Assigned Names 
Authority, the part of Icann that deals with country codes, 
Internet numbers and protocols) went on being part of 
Icann, even as other countries felt sure the U.S. must be 
abusing its power behind the scenes. And Icann’s “multi-
stakeholder model” evolved; a hodge-podge of different 
interests, meeting by conference call, email list and in 
different cities around the world to manage the domain 
name system.
But as the millions of dollars of business transacted over 
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the Internet became trillions, and the first, second and 
then third billion people came online, it started to look 
a bit odd that one government hadde jure control of a 
chunk of the Internet. And that this oversight was done 
via a procurement contract.
The Internet is run by an unaccountable private company. 
This is a problem. Even as Icann staff travelled the world 
saying “we’re just a technical coordination organisation,” 
having a California not-for-profit organisation run part of 
the global infrastructure no longer passed the sniff test.
Under pressure from the EU and others, Icann and the 
U.S. government took small steps, spelling out their re-
lationship in a deceptively simple document, the Affirma-
tion of Commitments, in 2009. Icann and the U.S. would 
probably have muddled along together for another dec-
ade, with the occasional hand-wave towards global ac-
countability. And then Snowden happened.
In September 2013, just months after the first Snowden 
revelations confirmed long-suspected global Internet 
surveillance by the U.S., the Internet’s elders rebelled. 
Technical organisations around the world issued the 
“Montevideo Statement”. No one was more surprised 
than themselves when the sleeping giants of technical 
organisations woke up and growled that the “recent reve-
lations of pervasive monitoring and surveillance” had un-
dermined the trust of Internet users around the world. It 
was time, they said, to hurry up and “globalise the Iana”.
In a prescient flash of political brilliance, Icann’s CEO, 
Fadi Chehade, made a pact with Brazil’s President Dilma 
Rousseff. Still smarting over the NSA tapping her smart-
phone, Rousseff, announced a global meeting to decide 
the future of the Internet.

Scientists spot most eccentric planet 117 
light-years from Earth
Researchers have spotted an extrasolar planet, about 
117 light-years from Earth, that boasts the most eccentric 
orbit ever seen.
Scientists from San Francisco State University (SFSU) 
were able to detect a signal of reflected light from the 
planet known as HD 20782—a “flash” of starlight bounc-
ing off the eccentric planet’s atmosphere as it made its 
closest orbital approach to its star.
“Eccentric” describes how elliptical a planet’s orbit is 
around its star. While the planets in our solar system 
have nearly circular orbits, astronomers have discovered 
several extrasolar planets with highly elliptical or eccen-
tric orbits. HD 20782 has the most eccentric orbit known, 
measured at an eccentricity of .96. This means that the 

planet moves in a nearly flattened ellipse, travelling a 
long path far from its star and then making a fast and 
furious slingshot around the star at its closest approach, 
researchers said.
HD 20782 offers “a particularly lucrative observing op-
portunity” for studying the planetary atmosphere of an 
eccentric-orbit planet—a type not seen in our own solar 
system, they said. By studying the reflected light from HD 
20782, astronomers may learn more about the structure 
and composition of a planetary atmosphere that can with-
stand a brief but blistering exposure to its star.
At the furthest point in its orbit, the planet is separated 
from its star by 2.5 times the distance between the sun 
and the Earth. At its closest approach, it ventures as 
close as .06 of that same Earth-sun distance—much 
closer than Mercury orbits the sun, researchers said.
“It is around the mass of Jupiter, but it is swinging around 
its star like it is a comet,” said Stephen Kane from SFSU. 
An earlier observation of HD 20782 suggested that the 
planet might have an extremely eccentric orbit. Re-
searchers were able to confirm its extreme eccentricity 
and the rest of its orbital parameters as part of the Transit 
Ephemeris Refinement and Monitoring Survey (TERMS), 
a project led by Kane to detect extrasolar planets as they 
pass in front of their stars.
Using these new parameters to time their observations, 
scientists also used a satellite-based telescope to collect 
light data from the planet as it orbited closest to its star. 
They were able to detect a change in brightness that ap-
pears to be a signal of reflected light bouncing off the 
planet’s atmosphere. The reflected light could tell re-
searchers more about how the atmosphere of a planet 
like HD 20782 responds when it spends most of its time 
far away from its star, “but then has a very close approach 
where it’s flash-heated by the star,” said Kane.

New leukaemia treatment could replace 
chemotherapy
Two drugs used in the targeted treatment of leukaemia 
can significantly prolong the survival time of high-risk pa-
tients, researchers say, suggesting that in future, these 
medicines could not only replace chemotherapy but even 
stem cell transplantation.
The study found that the drugs ibrutinib and idelalisib 
used in the targeted treatment of chronic lymphatic leu-
kaemia can significantly prolong the survival time of high-
risk patients.
The average survival time of these patients is between 
one and two years when they receive standard treat-
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ment, whereas 80 per cent of patients receiving the 
new treatment were still alive after two years, research-
ers said. “We can regard the results of these studies as 
milestones. We have now started further studies to in-
vestigate the two substances in combination,” said Ulrich 
Jager from Vienna General Hospital.
“In future, they might even replace chemotherapy and 
stem cell transplantation to some extent,” said Mr. Jager.
Both drugs are so-called “small molecules” and belong 
to the class of substances known as kinase inhibitors. 
They are used in targeted cancer treatment, where they 
interrupt the signalling pathways of the cancer cells, re-
searchers said.
Both substances inhibit cell growth and idelalisib addi-
tionally affects the cells’ ability to metastasise, they said. 
“In targeted therapy, blood cancers serve as a model sys-
tem for many different types of cancer. Knowledge ob-
tained from haematology is therefore of great interest to 
other oncologists,” said Mr. Jager.
This is because targeted treatment acts on specific mo-
lecular-biological properties of the cancer cell. Tissue 
samples have to be taken to determine these properties.
Such samples must also be taken if follow-up tests are 
necessary during treatment. In the case of solid tumours, 
a surgical procedure is usually required to take a tissue 
sample and this is not only stressful to the patient but 
also carries a certain risk, they said.

Scientists create bacterium with fewest 
number of genes
In Friday’s edition of the journal Science , researchers J. 
Craig Venter and Clyde Hutchinson and colleagues at the 
Venter Institute, California, report the making of a living, 
replicating and stable cell that uses the minimum number 
of genes — 473 — to be considered biologically ‘alive.’
In the natural world, no living organism is ever known to 
possess fewer than 1000 genes. The knowledge gained 
from this creation may be foundational to understand 
how organisms can be created from scratch.
Ever since the human genome — the complete sequence 
of genes that make up human DNA — was deciphered at 
the turn of the century, researchers have tried to under-
stand the precise functions of these 25,000 genes and 
the way they network with other pieces of DNA in the cell 
to keep it functional.
From Syn 1.0 to Syn 3.0
In 2010, Mr. Venter and his team built and booted up the 
first self-replicating, synthetic bacterial cell (called Syn 
1.0) through the sole chromosome (the storehouse of a 
cell’s DNA) of Mycoplasma mycoides — a bacterium with 

a relatively small genome — and transplanted it into My-
coplasma capricolum , from which they had previously 
extracted the DNA.
The hollowed-out capricolum was re-programmed to be-
have like a mycoides ; proof that genomes can be de-
signed in the computer, chemically made in the lab, and 
transplanted into a recipient cell to produce a new, self-
replicating cell controlled only by the synthetic genome. 
For its present work, the team reviewed scientific litera-
ture on the functions of each of the genes of Syn 1.0 and 
tried to remove every gene that didn’t seem essential. 
That, however, didn’t yield a stable cell.
Simultaneously, another team — through trial and er-
ror — sliced and diced the genome of Syn 1.0 and then 
identified which of its original 901 genes could be done 
away with.
The final product of this stable cell with 473 genes is Syn 
3.0. Intriguingly, they cannot yet explain why 149 of Syn 
3.0’s 473 genes are essential to the survival of their test 
bacterium.

‘Rising antimicrobial resistance, a 
serious threat to economic growth’
Lord Jim O’Neill, the renowned economist who coined 
the acronym BRICS and predicted that India would be-
come the second or the third largest economy by 2050, 
on Tuesday warned that the country will fail to reach this 
“exciting potential” if it doesn’t scale up its effort to tackle 
the rising antimicrobial resistance.
Speaking to The Hindu from London following the launch 
of a paper on ‘Infection Prevention, Control and Surveil-
lance’ by the Review on Antimicrobial Resistance that he 
chairs, he said by 2050, antimicrobial resistance would 
claim an estimated million lives in India.
“The productivity of the Indian economy will be severely 
impaired. India will never reap the demographic dividend, 
which would have been a global advantage for the coun-
try,” he said.
U.K. Prime Minister David Cameron had commissioned 
the Review on Antimicrobial Resistance to address the 
growing global problem of drug-resistant infections.
Following this paper, which explores the role of sanita-
tion, infection prevention and control measures and sur-
veillance in tackling resistance, a final report, which will 
have a slew of country-specific recommendations, will be 
presented to Mr Cameron and the wider global commu-
nity in May 2016.
“We would like to see India play an essential role in join-
ing G20 neighbours and colleagues in helping to imple-
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ment some of the recommendations my review is making,” said Mr O’Neill, former chief economist with Goldman 
Sachs and currently Commercial Secretary to the UK Treasury.
He said the recommendations that will be made in May will be considered by the G20 finance ministers.
“We want G20 to focus on it, push a high-level U.N. agreement on scaling up programmes related to infection control, 
antibiotic consumption, use of antibiotics in agriculture and surveillance.”
The paper highlights that diarrhoeal illness in India, Indonesia, Brazil and Nigeria account for consumption of at least 
500 million courses of antibiotics currently, a figure that could grow to more than 622 million by 2030.
“India has 395 million cases of diarrhoea, and if the country embarks on a radical improvement in sanitation, by 2030, 
this figure could drop to 114.”
He said Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Clean India campaign was an encouraging sign and that the country should 
make sure that it is fully implemented.
Mr. O’Neill said Mr. Cameron and Mr. Modi had discussed India’s rising burden of antibiotic resistance and there was 
active cooperation of the Indian Health Ministry in putting it together.
He described India’s antibiotic resistance problem as complicated.
For starters, he said there is no accurate data on resistance. And then, India has a billion people and a lot of them live 
in poverty and need better access to health care.
“A lot of these people use antibiotics when they are ill. We cannot ask people to reduce antibiotics as people need 
them,” he said. There was a need for more resources, he added, particularly to tackle drug-resistant TB in the country.
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Rights Commission chairman
Former Chief Justice of India H.L. Dattu took over as the 
chairperson of the National Human Rights Commission 
here on Monday, becoming the seventh head of the high-
est government institution protecting human rights of the 
citizens. Justice Dattu served as the Chief Justice of In-
dia from September 28, 2014 to December 2, 2015.

Laws of physics won’t allow zero call 
drops, say telcos
As the Supreme Court agreed on Friday to hear imme-
diately a petition filed by cellular operators against a law 
making it mandatory to pay compensation for dropped 
calls, telecom service providers said a “100 per cent call-
drop-free network” was impossible under the law of phys-
ics and they would have to pay hundreds of crores to 
subscribers every month.
The petition also said the telecom licences issued to the 
companies did not prescribe 100 per cent coverage.
The Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) said 
the Telecom Consumers Protection (9th Amendment) 
Regulations, 2015, which was upheld by the Delhi High 
Court in February, was framed purely in the interest of the 
common man.
A Bench of Justices Kurian Joseph and Rohinton Nari-
man asked the Centre and the TRAI to file their response 
to the petition filed against the February 29 order of the 
Delhi High Court. The Cellular Operators’ Association of 
India and telecom majors such as Bharti Airtel, Aircel, 
Vodafone, Idea Cellular and Telenor have jointly filed the 
petition.
At one point, Justice Nariman said he lived next door 
to the Prime Minister, but still faced dropped calls. The 
debate in the court then moved on to how strict liability 
could be imposed on service providers without a mecha-
nism to certify whether a call was dropped or never got 
connected.
Counsel for the government and the operators entered 
the realm of physics to disprove each other’s arguments 

about the plethora of reasons behind call drops, which 
range from entering no coverage zones such as a base-
ment or lift when a conversation is on, to complex ter-
rains, moving vehicles, the presence of huge waterbod-
ies and even “landlords shutting off power supply”.
Attorney-General Mukul Rohatgi, appearing for TRAI and 
the Centre, said, “How many basements do we have in 
India after all? The regulation imposes liability only if the 
call is established at the receiver’s end. You say ‘hello’ 
and the phone gets cut.”
“We have done detailed studies. They [regulations] are in 
consumers’ interest,” he said.
Senior counsel Kapil Sibal, appearing for the companies, 
said, “If it is my fault, we will pay. But we cannot be asked 
to pay compensation without any verifiable mechanism to 
determine the reasons for the call drops.”

Special cell set up to gather data on 
subsidies of other nations
The government has set up a special cell to compile in-
formation on subsidies given by other countries to their 
industry, official sources told The Hindu . The constitu-
tion of the special cell — as well as proposed measures 
including changes in laws such as Customs Act —is also 
aimed at indirectly helping India Inc file applications be-
fore the government seeking imposition of anti-subsidy 
duties on subsidised imports of items, such as steel, 
harming local industries.
The development comes in the backdrop of slowdown in 
global trade and measures taken (including against mer-
chandise exports from India) by several countries such 
as the U.S. to protect their domestic industries from un-
fairly low-priced imports.
Under the WTO norms, subsidies refer to financial con-
tribution (loan, loan guarantee, grant, import duty ex-
emption, equity infusion, fiscal incentives and purchase 
of goods) by the government or state agencies resulting 
in advantages to those players availing it. Action against 
subsidies is meant to level the playing field.
Digital India
The move to create a special cell — with representatives 
from several ministries including commerce and finance 
— also comes at a time when the government is keen 
to boost local manufacturing through initiatives such as 
Make In India, Start-up India and Digital India.

Fresh evidence of Stone Age cultures in 

Misc. News
and Events 
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Kerala
Belying 19th century British geo-archaeologist Robert Bruce Foote’s argument on prehistoric habitation in the State, 
north Kerala is fast emerging as the site of fresh discoveries of remnants of Stone Age cultures.
Several reasons have been cited to make this possible, particularly the enthusiasm shown by a young archaeological-
anthropologist, N.K. Ramesh, who is a senior assistant, Museum Project, Cultural Heritage Department of Thunchath 
Ezhuthachan Malayalam University at Tirur.
Ramesh has been credited with the discoveries of many Palaeolithic, Mesolithic, Megalithic, and Neolithic tools 
and several Megalithic sites in north Kerala. Find include the typical Palaeolithic hand-axe from Vanimel river basin 
(Kozhikode) and pointed choppers and side scrapers from Anakkayam and Cheerkkayam river basin of Chandragiri 
(Kasaragod) are some of the first-time evidence of Palaeolithic implements in these districts.
This revealed that hand-axe fabrication technique in quartz was also familiar among the prehistoric settlements in 
the area. “In fact, archaeologist Killingworth Richard Utten Todd had discovered Mesolithic tools from Chevayur 
(Kozhikode), perhaps the first Stone Age evidence in Kerala during 1930-35. But detailed studies then failed to take 
off,” says P. Rajendran, archaeologist, whose works since 1974 brought to light rich Palaeolithic evidence of myriad 
cultures in Kerala.
Dr. Rajendran said that Foote had argued that Kerala was unsuitable for prehistoric habitation citing the absence of 
quartzite, thick forests and heavy rainfall in the State. “Today the situation is different with more people coming to the 
forefront in archaeology. But only a few succeed in identifying the implements of the prehistoric era,” he says.
Mr. Ramesh, who does research under Dr. Rajendran’s guidance, has discovered Mesolithic tools from the Panom 
forest region, which lies 1,500 feet, above sea level, bordering Kozhikode-Wayanad districts. “It is a Mesolithic factory 
site as waste material and hammer stones were discovered near a stream inside the forest,” he said.
He has been certified for the discoveries of Megalithic sites at Valayam, Varikkoli, Chekkad, Kuitheri, Ummathur, 
Perumundacheri, Mullankunnu, Pannimukku, and Muippra. The evidence includes black and red ware pottery, eagle 
head-like figures made of clay, iron chopper and dagger, black ware, smoke pipe, iron knife, iron sickle and several 
iron ingots.
The well-polished symmetrical shaped Stone Adzes made of quartz showed the high expertise in quartz fabrication 
of Neolithic people in Kozhikode, Mr. Ramesh said.


