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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
9 workers die after inhaling toxic gas at Latur 
oil mill
Nine workers choked to death after inhaling poisonous 
gas while trying to clean the filter tank of Kirti Oil Mills, 
situated in Latur Maharashtra Industrial Development 
Corporation.
The police said the bodies of seven workers were re-
trieved by the fire brigade   night, while two more were 
brought out in the early hours of Tuesday. One worker, 
who was found unconscious, is now undergoing treat-
ment at Vivekanand Hospital in Latur. The dead have 
been identified as Dagdu Pawar, Baliram Pawar, Nar-
endra Tekale, R.D. Shinde, Maruti Gaikwad, Rambhau 
Yerme, Akash Bhute, Parmeshwar Birajdar and Shivaji 
Atkare.
Some of the workers who went in first lost conscious-
ness. When others went to check, they met a similar fate, 
said the police. “Primary investigation indicates that the 
filter tank of the four-year-old unit has not been cleaned 
since its inception, a flagrant violation of safety norms,” 
assistant inspector S.M. Bavkar of Latur MIDC police told 
The Hindu.
A probe is on to find out what gas was generated in the 
tank. Mill owner Kirti Bhutada, a technical head, the man-
ager, and a supervisor have been arrested.
A case under Sections 304 (2) [culpable homicide not 
amounting to murder] and 34 of the Indian Penal Code 
has been filed against them.
Relatives of the deceased surrounded district guardian 
minister Shivaji Patil Nilangekar (also the State Labour 
Minister) and Assistant Labour Commissioner D.P. Patil 
when they visited the spot late   night.

Sidelights from Parliament
Touching a raw nerve
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley announced that the country 
would mark the centenary of the Champaran satyagraha, 
led by Mahatma Gandhi, along with that of the Sabarmati 
Ashram. This clubbing of the two centenaries upset Ja-
nata Dal(U) leader K.C. Tyagi, who said it shows “Guja-
rati chauvinism” but ignores “Bihari subnationalism.”
Like chalk and cheese
The Telugu Desam Party and the Biju Janata Dal (BJD) 

have supported demonetisation, but have widely diverg-
ing reactions to the Union Budget.
While the TDP is happy that the capital gains tax has 
been waived on land being used for the construction of 
the new capital of Andhra Pradesh in Amaravati, the BJD 
is upset that its demand for Rs. 5,780 crore has been 
reduced to an allocation of some Rs. 3,000 crore.

Echoes of the election
Samajwadi Party ranks in the Lok Sabha appeared sadly 
depleted, with only Kannauj MP Dimple Yadav, present 
during the Budget presentation. Her father-in-law, Mu-
layam Singh Yadav, and two brothers-in-law, Dharmen-
dra and Akshay Yadav, were away. Dharmendra Yadav 
had, in fact, attended an all-party meeting called by the 
government before the session, where Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi had asked him why he wasn’t busy cam-
paigning in Uttar Pradesh.

PMAY scheme may not take off soon
The indigent homeless in the State looking forward for a 
shelter of their own will have to wait to start house con-
struction under the Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana.
As per available indications, the project for constructing 
24,300 houses with Central assistance and a matching 
grant from the State government will not take off this fis-
cal.
Technical glitches in clearing the applications from the 
Centre are being cited as the main cause for the delay 
in sanctioning the initial tranche of assistance to the ben-
eficiaries.
The beneficiaries were picked up by local bodies from 
a database created on the basis of a Socio Economic 
Caste Census conducted earlier.
The database comprises grama panchayat-wise details 
and the beneficiaries were selected on the basis of the 
norms fixed by the Centre. A field-level verification too 
was conducted for confirming the veracity of the lists.
As many as 24 panchayats had no beneficiaries and the 
lists prepared in 36 others had been held up due to dis-
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pute over the location of the families. For, the census was 
conducted before the delimitation of local bodies and on 
finalising the new boundaries, some of the beneficiaries 
got shifted from one panchayat to another. This man-
dated a geo-tagging and re-verification too, the sources 
said.
As per the project, the Centre will transfer the initial 
quantum of funds to the bank accounts of the benefi-
ciaries on uploading the details with photographs on the 
Union Home Ministry website through a software Awas 
Soft. The Centre had fixed the cost per unit at Rs.1.20 
lakh and offered to provide 60 per cent of the cost. Pan-
chayats had a tough time uploading the details due to 
too many glitches and it could not be completed within 
the stipulated time. Limited server capacity and snags in 
software have virtually impeded the process of furnishing 
applications to the Centre.

Central Pollution Control Board assessing oil 
spill
The Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) is analys-
ing samples from the oil spill resulting from a collision 
between two ships off the coast of Tamil Nadu  . Clean-
up operations are being coordinated by the Coast Guard 
and involve several disparate organisations; however the 
Union Environment Ministry is expected to present a sta-
tus report on the damage done by Wednesday.

“A team from the Bengaluru office is analysing samples,” 
S.P. Singh, Chairman, CPCB told The Hindu. “The Min-
istry of Defence is in charge of the oil spill management 
plan and it’s being coordinated by the Coast Guard. As-
sessment of any long term environmental damage is be-
ing done by the National Institute of Ocean Technology 
(Chennai) and the Environment Ministry.” Mr. Singh did 
not specify when these assessments would be complete. 
Preliminary assessments said several species of fish and 
turtle are believed to have been killed because of the spill.

The Hyderabad-based Indian National Centre for Ocean 
Information Services has estimated that about 20 tonnes 
of oil may have leaked when the vessels, M.T. BW Maple 
and M.T. Dawn Kanchipuram , collided at 3.45 a.m. on 
January 28 outside the Kamarajar Port.
About 43 kms of the Tamil Nadu coastline may have been 
affected, the agency added.
The M.T. Dawn Kanchipuram , was carrying 32,813 
tonnes of oil as cargo, though in a statement, Kamarajar 
Port authorities said it was engine oil and not cargo oil, 
that had leaked.
About 2,000 persons are involved in the cleanup opera-
tions and 54 tonnes of sludge (mixture of oil, water, ocean 
material etc) was removed till February 2, according to 
the Press Information Bureau.
“Over 90% of the work has been completed and most of 
the residual work is expected to be over in a couple of 
days,” it said.

Aadhaar linkage worries HRD Ministry
A senior government official said the Ministries will either 
ask all beneficiaries to furnish Aadhaar details for receiv-
ing benefits under Central schemes or will help them get 
enrolled under Aadhaar.
Some of the identified schemes include: direct cash 
transfer of food subsidy under the National Food Se-
curity Act, supplementary nutrition to children below six 
and pregnant mothers along with monthly honorarium for 
anganwadi workers under the Integrated Child Develop-
ment Services, and subsidy on housing loans under the 
Pradhan Mantri Awas Yojana (Grameen).
However, there is uncertainty over the 11 schemes of the 
HRD Ministry identified to be covered under the Aadhaar 
Act. The proposed notification to link two centrally spon-
sored student scholarship schemes – to promote enrol-
ment of girl child and economically weaker sections in 
schools – with Aadhaar has been put on hold after the 
Supreme Court stayed the mandatory use of Aadhaar in 
one of the scholarship schemes of West Bengal in Sep-
tember.
In the December meeting, the Cabinet Secretariat asked 
the Unique Identification Authority of India (UIDAI), the 
nodal body assigned to roll out Aadhaar all over the 
country, to “expedite and take the opinion of the Attorney 
General in respect of notifications to be issued for [two] 
scholarship schemes at the earliest.”
The Cabinet Secretariat asked the HRD Ministry to “ex-
pedite preparation of draft notification in respect of the re-



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 30
  News and Events of Feb 2017

Vo
l. 

30
  F

eb
  2

01
7

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

maining nine schemes” such as Mid-Day Meal Scheme 
and Sarva Shiksha Abhiyan.

‘1892 Cauvery pact an unequal bargain’
The 1892 agreement between the erstwhile Mysore and 
Madras Governments was an “unconscionable bargain” 
to share the Cauvery river water, Karnataka told the Su-
preme Court.
The submission was made before a Bench of Justices 
Dipak Misra, Amitava Roy and A.M. Khanwilkar on the 
first day of hearing of appeals filed by Karnataka, Tamil 
Nadu and Kerala against the final award on the Cauvery 
Water Dispute Tribunal’s decision on water sharing.
Karnataka counsel and senior advocate Fali Nariman, 
who opened the arguments, said both the 1892 and 
1924 pacts between the then princely State of Mysore 
and the Madras government reflected an “inequality of 
bargaining power” which was “without conscience” and 
which could claim no validity after the birth of the Indian 
Constitution.
Irrigation infrastructure
Mr. Nariman submitted that the 1892 agreement, which, 
he said, was the parent of the 1924 pact, dictated that 
Mysore could not develop any irrigation infrastructure 
on the river without the previous consent of the Madras 
government. Any grievances could be addressed only 
through arbitration.
The same issue was addressed in 2002 before the Cau-
very tribunal, when Tamil Nadu had countered that the 
1892 agreement was preceded by a good deal of mutual 
consideration of the interests of both the Madras presi-
dency and the Mysore State.
Tamil Nadu had in the tribunal traced the correspond-
ence between the State of Mysore and Madras for nearly 
two years culminating in the agreement to the satisfac-
tion of both the States. Mr. Nariman, for Karnataka, had 
even then claimed before the tribunal that Mysore could 
have been pressured to enter the agreement.
Tamil Nadu had in 2002 argued that the agreement was 
a result of a mutual realisation for a pact which would 
allow Mysore reasonable freedom in dealing with its ir-
rigation works and also give Madras practical security 
against injury to its interests.
On January 4, the Supreme Court had asked Karnataka 
to continue releasing 2,000 cusecs of Cauvery water 
to Tamil Nadu while posting the appeals for day-to-day 
hearing.
The Bench had not found favour with submissions made 

by senior advocate Shekhar Naphade for Tamil Nadu 
that an interim order should be passed on the constitu-
tion of the Cauvery Management Board.
“Several years have gone by... the river is perennial but 
the litigation should not be,” Mr. Naphade had submit-
ted. The Bench had agreed with Mr. Nariman, observing 
that its primary focus was the appeals filed by the three 
States.

The Supreme Court will resume hearing on 
the appeal on March 21.
Stalemate on release of Krishna water resolved
The stalemate in release of water to the standing crop 
in Prakasam and Guntur districts from the right main ca-
nal of Nagarjunasagar which had led to agitations in the 
command area was resolved   evening with the Telanga-
na government agreeing to implement the water release 
order issued by the Krishna River Management Board 
earlier.
As the meeting was in progress, 5 tmcft water which was 
ordered for release from January 18 was discharged 
from Nagarjunasagar project.
Sources said the Telangana government told the KRMB 
meeting   that it did not release water for the last 21 days 
citing unclear provisions in the order.
The Andhra Pradesh government represented by Princi-
pal Irrigation Secretary Sashibhushan Kumar and Engi-
neer-in-Chief M. Venkateswara Rao denied the claims.
They restrained from raising penal provisions of Andhra 
Pradesh Reorganisation Act and the consequential pun-
ishment for non-implementation of the order as the issue 
was sorted out.
The meeting also decided to release from Thursday an-
other six tmcft for Krishna delta from left Nagarjunasagar 
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left canal which had also been ordered earlier by KRMB.
Both sides were engaged in heated exchanges over di-
version of water from Godavari to Krishna.
While Telangana raised the question of utilisation of 80 
tmcft water from Pattiseema project by AP, the latter 
quoted figures of National Water Development Agency 
about 211.145 tmcft diverted by Telangana from Goda-
vari to Krishna.
The meeting also discussed the filling up of 23,000 minor 
irrigation tanks in by Telangana in Krishna river basin and 
the demand of AP that it should be taken into account to 
estimate the water usage by the State.
It was decided to work out various methods to assess 
the usage.

Centre not in favour of new law for CBI
The Central government has turned down the recom-
mendation of a Parliamentary Committee to come up 
with a new law for the Central Bureau of Investigation 
(CBI), to replace the 70-year-old Delhi Special Police Es-
tablishment (DSPE) Act which governs the agency, stat-
ing that it might impinge on the federal structure of the 
Constitution.
The 85th report of the Department-Related Parliamenta-
ry Standing Committee on Personnel, Public Grievances, 
Law and Justice, chaired by MP Anand Sharma, was ta-
bled in Parliament  . The report strongly recommended 
that the Department of Personnel and Training (DoPT) 
revisit the 24th report of the committee on “The Working 
of the Central Bureau of Investigation.”
“With cases being referred by States and courts to the 
CBI for investigation, the Committee acknowledges the 
burden of load bestowed upon it. However, it is of the 
concerted view that the CBI turn to the State or other 
Central Forces to plug the vacancy in the establishment. 
It, therefore, desires that the CBI manage its cadre more 
efficiently and the DoPT should take holistic steps to has-
ten the part of recruitment in consultation with the UPSC,” 
said the panel, referring to the 24th report.
Federal structure
In its action-taken reply, the DoPT said the agency, since 
the submission of the 24th report, had grown into a more 
dynamic and efficient organisation. It also listed the 
measures taken to strengthen the CBI.
“The subject of bringing a separate statute for the CBI 
has been considered and it has been concluded that the 
Constitution would require to be amended, which may 
also impinge on the federal structure of the Constitu-

tion and the mandate of Parliament to enact a law which 
would be in conflict with Entry 2 of List II which is in the 
domain of the States,” said the DoPT. “Therefore, it is not 
open to the Central Government to constitute a CBI and 
confer on it powers which will impinge on all the powers 
of investigation of offences which are conferred on the 
State police,” it said.
The committee, in its subsequent remarks, said it was 
of the view that the powers given to the CBI under the 
DSPE Act were not adequate enough, considering the 
changing times. In this context the committee recom-
mended a separate statute for the CBI. “The apprehen-
sions raised have been answered in the Twenty-fourth 
report of panel. .”

Senior IAS officer Ajay Tyagi named SEBI 
chairman
Senior bureaucrat Ajay Tyagi has been appointed as the 
new chairman of the Securities and Exchange Board of 
India (SEBI) for a period of five years. He will replace 
U.K. Sinha whose term ends on March 1.
“The Appointments Committee of the Cabinet has ap-
proved the appointment of Shri Ajay Tyagi... to the post 
of Chairman, Securities & Exchange Board of India for a 
period not exceeding 5 years or till the age of 65 years or 
until further orders, whichever is the earliest,” an official 
statement said.
Mr. Sinha became the SEBI chairman in February 2011 
and has twice been given an extension after his initial 
tenure of three years ended in 2014.
Mr. Tyagi is currently an additional secretary in the De-
partment of Economic Affairs, handling the capital market 
division that deals with the primary and secondary mar-
kets along with institutions such as the Securities Appel-
late Tribunal. Mr. Tyagi was the chairman of the finance 
ministry-appointed panel which monitored the merger of 
the Forward Markets Commission (FMC) with the SEBI.

Krishna water: Bajaj panel to hold meeting 
from today
The Bajaj Committee, set up by the Union Water Re-
sources Ministry to help the Krishna River Management 
Board (KRMB) in preparing a working manual along with 
an operational protocol for sharing Krishna river water 
between Telangana and Andhra Pradesh, will hold a se-
ries of meetings with officials of the two States from Feb-
ruary 13 to 15.
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Presentation
Headed by former chairman of the Central Water Com-
mission (CWC) A.K. Bajaj, the committee would hold a 
meeting with Irrigation Department officials of Telangana 
here. Officials have already been tasked with preparing a 
presentation to be made before the committee. Sources 
stated that the strategy, including the presentation for 
the meeting, would be first cleared by Irrigation Minis-
ter T. Harish Rao before taking Chief Minister K. Chan-
drasekhar Rao’s clearance. The State government was 
expected to argue for installation of telemetry equipment 
at all points from where A.P. was drawing (tapping) wa-
ter from the river and also at Pattiseema and Polaram 
project sites from where the Godavari water was being 
diverted to the Krishna basin.
The committee would leave for Vijayawada   evening 
and hold a meeting with A.P. Irrigation officials there. The 
panel would hold a joint meeting with officials of the two 
States here on Feb. 15.
Commitee members
Besides Mr. Bajaj, the committee comprises Gopala 
Krishnan, R.P. Pandey, Pradeep Kumar Shukla, and N.N. 
Rai.

‘Proud to represent India on world stage’
Indian tabla player Sandeep Das, whose collaboration 
with Yo-Yo Ma’s Silk Road Ensemble Sing Me Home won 
the Grammy in the World Music category says it was a 
proud moment to represent India on the international 
stage.
Sing Me Home features tunes composed or arranged by 
different global artists as it examines the ever-changing 
idea of home.
Das rues the fact that classical music is not accorded the 
respect that it deserves in the country despite its growing 
popularity in the West. “It is third time lucky for us. I am 
very proud of who I am and where I come from be it cul-
turally or musically. I wish there were more acknowledge-
ment from my own country for the music that is deep-
rooted and in our blood over glitz and glamour,” Das told 
PTI over phone from LA just after his win. “It is not a com-
plaint but merely a wish. I hope there is more awareness 
about traditional music. I was invited to Harvard Univer-
sity but my alma mater Banaras Hindu University is yet to 
see something of worth in me.”
Das has been performing with Yo-Yo Ma, a respected 
and multiple Grammy-winning cellists, since the incep-
tion of Silk Road Ensemble.

Centre puts onus on States to set factories’ 
threshold limit
With labour law reforms back on the Centre’s agenda, 
fresh discussions begin with trade unions today to push 
through a long-pending overhaul of the Factories Act of 
1948. However, the Labour Ministry has tweaked its draft 
amendments to put the ball on contentious issues in the 
domain of State governments.
Instead of increasing the threshold limit set for the num-
ber of workers in an industrial unit to be statutorily cov-
ered by the factories law, the Centre is now proposing 
an enabling provision that lets State governments decide 
the threshold over which a unit will be considered a fac-
tory for the purpose of the law.
“The definition of factory is proposed to be modified as 
in the original Bill by giving powers to the State govern-
ments to increase the threshold limit of workers up to 20 
and 40 for factories working with and without the aid of 
power respectively,” the Labour Ministry said in a note 
sent to central trade unions on February 2.
Earlier, the Centre had proposed that the Factories Law 
be applicable to all factories that employ at least 40 work-
ers – a move that was strongly opposed by the central 
trade unions.
The present Factories Act 1948 applies to establish-
ments with 10 or more workers, if the premise is using 
power and to establishments with 20 or more workers, 
without electricity connection.
According to the previous proposal, Factories with less 
than 40 workers were to be covered under a new law for 
small factories. However, the fate of the proposed Small 
Factories Bill, 2015 is unclear as the Labour Ministry note 
has no mention about the proposed law.
The Centre has now said that all factories below the 
threshold limit could be brought under the purview of the 
Act through notifications issued by state governments. 
“Flexibility has been given to the States to decide on the 
threshold limit,” the Labour Ministry added.
Labour Minister Bandaru Dattatreya will meet central 
trade unions today to discuss the proposed amendments.
A central trade union leader, requesting anonymity, said 
that the unions are likely to oppose the move to give flex-
ibility to state governments on deciding the threshold limit 
for the Factories Act and instead ask the Centre to cover 
all manufacturing establishments “since manpower of in-
dustrial establishments is reducing as a result of automa-
tion and advancements in technology.”
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Trade unions oppose changes to Factories 
Act
The central trade unions, in a meeting with Labour Minis-
ter Bandaru Dattatreya, have opposed the Centre’s pro-
posed change to empower states to increase threshold 
limit for coverage of factories under the Factories Act, 
1948.
“The central trade unions strongly object to the amend-
ment proposed to the definition of ‘factory’ giving powers 
to State Governments to increase the threshold limits of 
workers up to 20 and 40 in the case of establishments 
working with and without the aid of power respectively,” a 
joint memorandum submitted by 12 central trade unions 
to the Labour Minister said.
The unions demanded covering all manufacturing firms 
under the Factories Act. The present Factories Act, 1948 
applies to establishments with 10 or more workers, if the 
premise is using power, and to establishments with 20 or 
more workers, without power connection.
The Centre has proposed an enabling provision that lets 
State governments decide the threshold over which a unit 
will be considered a factory for the purpose of the law.
‘Licence needed’
The unions also opposed another proposal allowing en-
trepreneurs to set up a factory without getting a licence. 
The Centre had said that registration on a web portal 
would be enough.
“In the name of online registration, the process of self-
certification coupled with deemed approval and the re-
moval of licensing will result in freeing the employer of 
any regulatory control. This will endanger the health and 
safety of workers and society at large,” the unions said in 
the statement.
A trade union leader said the Labour Ministry officials re-
mained tight-lipped on its earlier proposal to create a new 
Bill for factories with less than 40 workers, proposed as 
the Small Factories Bill, 2015.
The unions requested the Centre to circulate the draft 
Bill to amend the Factories Act, 1948. The Labour Min-
istry circulated a note to the unions stating the proposed 
changes to the Act instead of a copy of the draft Bill.

Bajaj Auto goes BS-IV, says enforce deadline
Leading two-wheeler and three-wheeler manufacturer 
Bajaj Auto said it would supply BS-IV compliant vehicles 
from April 1, 2017, the deadline set by the Environment 
Pollution Control Authority (EPCA) and strongly pleaded 
for the implementation of the order.

“Bajaj Auto, as a responsible corporate, has complied 
with this directive and had already commenced manufac-
ture of BS-IV complaint vehicles from October 2016,” Ra-
jiv Bajaj, managing director, Bajaj Auto Ltd. told reporters.
“Moreover, with effect from January 2017, all products 
from all our three plants are BS-IV compliant. We have 
thus ensured that all vehicles presented for registra-
tion from April 1, 2017 will be BS-IV compliant. This has 
been possible because of meticulous planning for dealer 
stocks and switching over to production of BS-IV compli-
ant vehicles well in advance,” he said.
The Central Pollution Control Board had confirmed that 
BS-III compliant vehicles cannot be sold or registered an-
ywhere in the country from April 1, 2017. However, some 
automobile companies are lobbying for an extension. “It 
is also pertinent to point out that tightening emission to 
meet BS- IV norms comes at a substantial cost. All those 
who do not change over on time will commercially benefit 
by selling their products at a lower price in case the am-
nesty is granted. Therefore, the manufacturers who have 
followed all directives in letter and spirit will actually end 
up being penalised,” Mr. Bajaj cautioned.

Centre bars INTUC from key meetings
The National Democratic Alliance (NDA) government has 
barred the Congress-affiliated trade union, Indian Nation-
al Trade Union Congress (INTUC), from participating in 
any tripartite meetings, be it labour law reforms or rou-
tine wage negotiations on both national and international 
platforms.
A Labour Ministry order, approved by Labour and Em-
ployment Minister Bandaru Dattatreya, has cited an intra-
union legal battle over INTUC’s leadership for its debar-
ment.
“This Ministry has decided with the approval of Minister of 
State (Independent Charge) for Labour and Employment 
not to give representation to INTUC in meetings con-
vened by Ministry of Labour and Employment and nomi-
nations to various tripartite bodies including international 
for a, till finalisation of the pending court cases among the 
factions of INTUC,” according to the order dated January 
4.
The order with subject ‘Dispute between different factions 
of INTUC – Decision of Ministry of Labour and Employ-
ment’ was marked to G. Sanjeeva Reddy (first elected 
as INTUC president in 1994), former Jharkhand Minister 
Chandra Shekhar Dubey and INTUC leader K.K. Tiwari – 
all of who claim to be leading the 70-year old trade union 
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affiliated to the Congress party.
Following the Labour Ministry order, INTUC was not in-
vited for a meeting chaired by the Labour and Employ-
ment Minister on February 14 with all central trade unions 
to discuss proposed amendments to the Factories Act, 
1948.
The trade union can no longer participate in meetings 
convened by the Labour Ministry and other standing 
committee meetings related to negotiation of labourers’ 
working conditions in all sectors, including wage negotia-
tion.
Mr. Reddy, who has moved the Delhi High Court chal-
lenging the Labour Ministry order, has alleged that this 
is a conspiracy to not just divide its members but also 
a dent an ongoing verification exercise for trade unions’ 
membership.
“We have claimed a membership of 3.33 crore workers 
– the highest among all other central trade unions – and 
the verification drive is going on. We feel this order is 
intended to prevent INTUC, with highest membership, 
from participating in espousing cause of the workmen in 
favour of some vested interest,” Mr. Reddy told
The Central Labour Commissioner, under the Labour 
Ministry, conducts verification drive of membership of 
trade unions to determine their representation in various 
national and international councils.
Last year, faction led by Mr. Dubey had moved the Delhi 
High Court challenging the nomination of leaders from 
Mr. Reddy’s group in the wage negotiation panel for coal 
workers, known as Joint Bipartite Co-mmittee for Coal 
Industry.

Aadhaar a must for scholarships
The Human Resource Development (HRD) Ministry has 
made Aadhaar mandatory for providing scholarships to 
meritorious school students from economically weaker 
sections.
Students who want to avail scholarship benefits under 
‘National Means-cum-Merit Scholarship Scheme’ need to 
get enrolled under Aadhaar by June 30, according to a 
notification issued by the HRD Ministry on February 15.
“The responsibility to collect Aadhaar from students or to 
authenticate them, as the case may be, shall be on the 
Principal of the School concerned, in coordination with 
parents or guardians of the children,” the notification said.
The school Principals will have to make arrangements to 
take children to the nearest Aadhaar Enrolment Centre. 
In 2015-16, around 2.05 lakh students were beneficiar-
ies of the scheme, launched in 2008, aimed at arresting 

school dropouts at class VIII and encourage children to 
continue their studies at the secondary stage.
Scholarship of Rs. 500 per month is awarded to meritori-
ous students every year for study in classes from IX to XII 
in State government, government-aided and local body 
schools.
Aadhaar has also been made mandatory for 12 schol-
arship schemes administered by the Ministry of Social 
Justice and Empowerment for Scheduled Caste, Other 
Backward Classes (OBC), economically backward class-
es and semi-nomadic and nomadic tribe students. Such 
students need to apply for Aadhaar by March 31.

Put on hold
Earlier, the decision to bring scholarship schemes under 
Aadhaar was put on hold following suggestions from the 
Unique Identification Authority of India (UIDAI), the nodal 
body assigned to roll out Aadhaar in the country, to the 
HRD Ministry.
The UIDAI informed the HRD Ministry how the Supreme 
Court had stayed the mandatory use of Aadhaar in one of 
the scholarship schemes of the West Bengal government 
in September last year.
The Cabinet Secretariat had then advised the UIDAI to 
take the opinion of the Attorney General in the matter.
The Department of School Education and Literacy 
(DSEL), under the HRD Ministry, had also expressed 
concern over the Centre’s push to link the Aadhaar num-
ber with subsidy schemes related to school education in 
an inter-ministerial meeting held in December, The Hindu 
had reported on February 6.
The Cabinet Secretariat has asked all the Ministries to 
issue notification under Section 7 of the Aadhaar Act, 
2016, which makes the use of Aadhaar “an identifier for 
delivery of various subsidies or benefits or schemes” to 
beneficiaries.

Navy frigate INS Betwa set upright in 
Mumbai dockyard
Indian Navy frigate INS Betwa, which tipped over in the 



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 30
  News and Events of Feb 2017

Vo
l. 

30
  F

eb
  2

01
7

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

dockyard in Mumbai last December, has been set up-
right. In a related move, the Board of Inquiry (BoI) consti-
tuted to probe the incident has submitted its report to the 
Headquarters, Western Naval Command.
“The ship was made upright   night and is now floating on 
even keel. The condition is good. There is some water 
inside which is being pumped out,” Navy Spokesperson 
Capt. D.K. Sharma said  .
The ship will now be moved to either Hughes or Duncan 
docks, both of which are close by, for further refitment .
Two people were killed and 14 injured when the 4,000 
tonne indigenously built guided missile frigate INS Betwa 
suffered a mishap on December 05, 2016 while it was 
being undocked during a scheduled two-year refit. The 
refit began on April 15, 2016 and is scheduled to finish 
on April 15, 2018.
The repair and refit would be completed as per schedule, 
Capt. Sharma said.
The salvage operation was carried out by specialist firm 
Resolve Marine Group which was selected through ten-
dering process. The operation cost about Rs. 20 crore.

Power line from Chhattisgarh ahead of 
schedule
The Power Grid Corporation of India Limited has finally 
overcome all the hurdles posed by the undulating terrain 
and severe monsoon in Adilabad and Nirmal districts and 
completed works on the 765KV double circuit line be-
tween Wardha in Maharashtra and Dichpally in Nizama-
bad district to facilitate supply of 1,000 MW of power from 
Chhattisgarh to Telangana.
The Corporation is planning to commission the transmis-
sion line latest by March-end, good four months ahead of 
the schedule, according to sources. The commissioning 
of this section of the transmission line will enable power 
from Chattisgarh to be connected to the TSTransco grid. 
“If everything goes right the power distribution network 
will be established soon,” observed a source in TS North-
ern Power Distribution Company Limited.
The power transmission lines being laid by the PGCIL 
basically consists of three sections, the Wardha-Dichpalli 
(Nizamabad) line, anchoring at Nizamabad and the Ni-
zamabad-Hyderabad line. The latter apparently needs 
some more time to be completed. The length of the trans-
mission line between Wardha and Hyderabad is roughly 
550 km consisting of some 1,500 towers each 70 metre 
in height.
Many hurdles
There were several difficulties faced by the PGCIL in 
erection of transmission towers. “For example, the tow-

ers needed to be set up in hilly terrain and the heavy rain-
fall of 2016 monsoon came as a big setback,” recalled a 
source in the PGCIL.
The Corporation had to obtain a no objection certificate 
from the Defence Department as the transmission line 
passes close to the old aerodrome where the Indian Air 
Force plans to establish a full fledged Air Force Station.
Further, the Power Grid had to agree to shift the 10 tow-
ers which were erected on the bed of Kadem stream at 
Kupti Ghat road, whenever needed. The towers stand at 
a place where the government had proposed to construct 
a barrage across Kadem stream. These will have to be 
realigned in case work on the barrage starts.

Making statesmen out of lawmakers
India needs to increase parliamentary interaction with 
other countries to create an all-weather group of inter-
locutors, senior diplomatic sources have said.
The role of parliamentarians for cultivating their coun-
terparts in other countries was taken up recently by 
President Yoweri Musaveni of Uganda, who urged Vice-
President Hamid Ansari last week to address the gap by 
sending more Indian lawmakers to Africa.
“Diplomacy is about contacts and exchanges. We hope 
the mechanism of dedicated parliamentarians for various 
countries will be restored (to its earlier intensity). India is 
known as the biggest and possibly the oldest one, de-
mocracy with a parliament at its core. More interactions 
will mean more possibilities and tools that can serve any 
“bad weather” moments in bilateral ties,” said a senior 
Ambassador, who revealed that India has not answered 
his country’s desire for parliamentary exchanges.
From 40 to just one
There were more than 40 parliamentary groups during 
the UPA rule which have dwindled to just one on China, 
at present. The other groups like the one on Taiwan are 
yet to be formalised. Mr. Ansari and President Pranab 
Mukherjee have been taking delegations of MPs along 
during foreign trips to familiarise them with various re-
gions.
The group on China was started in 2014 by BJP MP 
Tarun Vijay. However, with the end of his Rajya Sabha 
tenure, Mr. Vijay is now running a similar group under the 
aegis of the Confederation of Indian Industry (CII).
One area where the parliamentary delegations have cru-
cially fallen short is Africa which used to receive a large 
number of visits — the issue that figured during Mr. An-
sari’s visit to Rwanda and Uganda.
Role in shaping opinion
“Parliamentary interactions came up for discussion and a 
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point was made that there was not enough of it. In con-
sultation with the Speaker of Lok Sabha, we will work 
out on how to fill this gap. MPs play an important role 
in shaping opinion and in lending support to government 
policies,” Mr. Ansari said.
The number of inter-parliamentary exchanges has fallen 
under the present government as India has not contin-
ued many such groups with partner countries. “The MPs 
should know issues a bit better,” said Mr. Ansari highlight-
ing the need for meetings between Indian MPs and their 
counterparts elsewhere, especially in Africa.
D. Raja of the CPI urged the government to send mul-
ti-party delegations of parliamentarians to Africa, Latin 
America and multilateral organisations. “Previously, a 
delegation of MPs used to visit the United Nations every 
year. As far as I know that kind of visits have been discon-
tinued which is a loss,” said Mr Raja, highlighting that the 
world is curious about Indian democracy.

Dual control pact worries IRS association
The Indian Revenue Service Association has written to 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi seeking his intervention 
in various issues relating to the implementation of the 
Goods and Services Tax, which the tax officers say will 
substantially reduce the Centre’s tax earnings, curtail the 
power of the Central Board of Excise and Customs, and 
open the door for several legal issues.
“The vertical division, that too in the ratio of 90:10 below 
Rs. 1.5 crore, not only [leads to] an undignified [percep-
tion] of the Centre but also is likely to lead to a situation 
where only 18% of the assessee base is available with 
the Centre,” the letter said. “Such skewed distribution of 
assesses does not bode well for the Centre-State fiscal 
balance of power. With this ratio, the Government of India 
may lose revenue to the tune of Rs. 1.1 lakh crore.”
The tax officials’ association also pointed out that the 
cross-empowerment agreement worked out by the GST 
Council would mean that tax officials would be appointed 
without going through the historically standard procedure 
for the hiring of such officials and would curtail the func-
tions of the CBEC, which was created for such a function.
“In the present instance, there exists a bureaucracy ap-
pointed through the UPSC process and is appointed at 
the pleasure of the President,” the letter said.
“Delegation of Central indirect tax related assessment 
function would amount to appointment of State officers 
indirectly without going through the UPSC selection. 
CBEC officers are capable of discharging the duty cast 
upon them and it is submitted that they be allowed to 
continue with such functions.”

Parliamentary oversight
Another important issue raised by the agreement arrived 
at by the GST Council is the problem of Parliamentary 
oversight, according to the IRS Association, which said 
that the proposed system would severely curtail such 
oversight.
“IGST assessment errors by state government officers 
would go outside the oversight of CAG (Comptroller and 
Auditor General) and PAC (Public Accounts Committee),” 
the association said in its letter.
“CAG and PAC submit reports to the parliament, to which 
the CBEC tax administration is answerable. However, 
such oversight collapses once the powers under IGST is 
delegated to the States and effectively leads to grant of 
power without any accountability.
“This is constitutionally impermissible,” according to the 
letter.

Railways mulls new performance index
The Indian Railways is mulling a new metric to measure 
its performance. This comes at a time when it is staring 
at a five-year high for the operating ratio by the end of 
this fiscal year.
The Railways formed a committee of executive directors 
from its budget, finance efficiency and research depart-
ments last week to look at some of the best corporate 
practices and suggest a new financial ratio.
The financial performance of the Indian Railways is 
measured in operating ratio which is expected to be at 
a five-year high of 94.9% in 2016-17. Till December this 
year, the Railways’ operating ratio in 2016-17 stood at 
109% which is expected to improve by March this year. 
This means, the Railways spent Rs. 109 to earn Rs. 100 
from April-December 2016.
A lower ratio means better efficiency. The ratio touched 
91.3% in 2014-15 and has only been lower in other years 
in the 5-year period.
“A committee has been formed to work out another in-
dex, looking at both the government and the private 
sector, which reflects the financial health of the Indian 
Railways,”a senior Railway Ministry official said.
Financial health
“The operating ratio is the true reflection of the Railways’ 
finances only by the end of the financial year. So, we 
have asked the committee to work out a better financial 
ratio than the operating ratio reflecting the correct finan-
cial and professional health.” Another Ministry official said 
the committee has been asked to submit its report within 
a month, adding that it may also hire a private agency to 
help with a new performance indicator.
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“The operating ratio is a very different way of measuring 
the financial health and is not the industry-standard. In 
the corporate sector, you have various ways of meas-
uring a company’s operating performance such as the 
Earnings before interest, tax, depreciation and amortiza-
tion (EBITDA). So, we need a new metric for the right 
comparison,” a third Railway Ministry official said.
The Railways’ finances took a hit this financial year due 
to the Seventh Pay Commission’s pay hike recommenda-
tions, Railway Ministry officials said.
“There was a hit of Rs. 30,000 crore on our finances due 
to the Seventh Pay Commission. When the last two Pay 
Commissions were implemented, the operating ratio de-
teriorated by 5-10%. However, this year we will be able 
manage an operating ratio which will be marginally higher 
at around 95%,” Railway Board Chairman A.K.Mital had 
said at a press conference on February 1 when Finance 
Minister Arun Jaitley presented the first general Budget 
incorporating the Railway Budget.
“In order to be meaningful, the (financial) ratio should be 
representative of the operations, be as comprehensive, 
as reasonably possible and least subject to arbitrari-
ness,” a 1998 book titled ‘Readings in Indian Railway Fi-
nance’ edited by the then Rites Group General Manager 
K.B. Verma said.
“While the existing concept of Operating Ratio more or 
less satisfies the first criterion, it does not meet the other 
two criteria. It is, therefore, not a satisfactory index of fi-
nancial performance.”

A digital archive for Rashtrapati Bhavan
The architectural history and the heritage of Rashtrapati 
Bhavan, the 340-room official residence of the President 
of India, has been documented in a series of books, 
which will soon be available in an online series.
Concise web-based modules are set to bring to life the 
architectural and cultural grandeur of the iconic building, 
designed and constructed by legendary British architect 
Edwin Lutyens.
A multi-volume documentation project of the Rashtrapati 
Bhavan was commissioned three years ago by the Presi-
dent’s Secretariat in collaboration with the Indira Gandhi 
National Centre for the Arts (IGNCA).
Sahapedia, an open online resource on the arts, cultures 
and heritage of India, which began the project in 2014, 
compiled 11 volumes of well-researched books written by 
top experts in various fields.
“Along with the books, we have produced a series of web 

modules and will be shortly uploading all of them on our 
website. These will be valuable for both researchers and 
laypersons to gain a better understanding of the history 
and heritage of the building,” Yashaswini Chandra, Pro-
ject Manager, Sahapedia said.
Seven main volumes
The compilation series comprises seven main volumes 
and four additional volumes of books, including two 
books for children, all detailing the historic building that 
was formerly known as Viceroy’s House.
Among the volumes is The Right of the Line: The Presi-
dents Bodyguard , which presents an engaging picture of 
the President’s Bodyguard, the elite household cavalry 
unit, which is the most senior and oldest regiment of the 
Indian Army.
Another volume titled First Garden of the Republic cap-
tures the grounds and garden.
The project team, which had successfully managed a 
group of about 50 scholars, academics, photographers, 
researchers, editors and designers, was hosted by Presi-
dent Pranab Mukherjee at his residence recently, to mark 
the completion of the project. Several illustrations and 
photographs accompany the texts.

India’s door open while others look 
inward: Jaitley
India is one of the most “open economies in the world”, 
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley said here   as he contrasted 
India’s approach to reform to an increasingly inward-look-
ing world.
“When the world is turning increasingly protectionist, In-
dia is opening up,” he told investors, politicians and busi-
ness people gathered at a meeting hosted by the U.K. 
India Business Council and Federation of India Chamber 
of Commerce and Industry. The Minister is on a five-day 
trip to the United Kingdom.
“India has the potential for a growth rate higher than what 
we are achieving today,” he said. In the early days of lib-
eralisation, he added, there were dissenting voices but 
those “fears have receded to the background”.
“You have much greater support for reform than any oth-
er time in history. The idea of a protectionist economy has 
not been an issue for India… We’ve opened up and it’s 
been more welcomed than opposed.”
Focus on reform agenda
Mr. Jaitley has used his public appearances during the 
trip to focus on India’s reform agenda, outlining the long-
term impact it hoped the implementation of GST, and de-
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monetisation would have in efforts to improve the collection of taxes, enabling the government to increase spending 
on infrastructure, and poverty reduction. He acknowledged there could be “teething problems” in the first few days 
after the Goods and Services Tax (GST) is introduced, but maintained confidence that it would come into effect by 
July or September.
Asked about the health of the banking sector, and particularly non-performing loans in the State banks, he said that 
the current quarter was looking better and that it was best to focus on the future, rather than “panic”.
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Economic Survey wants modification of 
FRBM Act
India has “changed utterly” over the last 13 years since the 
Fiscal Responsibility and Budget Management (FRBM) 
was enshrined in law for prudent fiscal management and 
therefore, the FRBM operational framework designed in 
2003 “needs to be modified to reflect the India of today 
and even more importantly, the India of tomorrow,” ac-
cording to the Economic Survey.
This suggestion assumes significance in the backdrop of 
the N.K. Singh panel recently submitting its report on re-
vising the FRBM Act to finance Minister Arun Jaitley.
Fiscal policy principles
Noting that India’s economic experience shows that the 
fiscal activism embraced by advanced economies — 
giving a greater role to counter-cyclical policies and at-
taching less weight to curbing debt — was not relevant 
for India, the Survey said India’s fiscal experience has 
underscored the fundamental validity of the fiscal policy 
principles enshrined in the FRBM Act.
The pre-Budget document pointed out that since the 
2008-09 global financial crisis, internationally fiscal policy 
has seen a paradigm shift from the emphasis on debts to 
deficits, arguing for greater activism in flows (deficits) and 
minimising concerns about sustainability of the stocks 
(debt).
Fiscal deficit rules
However, India’s experience has reaffirmed the need for 
rules to contain fiscal deficits because of the proclivity 
to spend during booms and undertake stimulus during 
downturns, it observed.
“It (India’s experience) has also highlighted the danger 
of relying on rapid growth rather than steady and gradual 
fiscal and primary balance adjustment to do the ‘heavy 
lifting’ on debt reduction,” the Survey said.
Even as these FRBM’s basic tenets — or the fundamen-
tal validity of the fiscal policy principles — remain valid, 
“… the task of the FRBM Review Committee (will be) to 
set out a new vision, an FRBM for the 21st century.”
The government has set a target for fiscal deficit (the gap 
between expenditure and revenue for the financial year) 
of 3.5% of GDP for FY’17, a lower target than the 3.9% 
set for 2015-16 which was achieved. In value terms, the 

3.5% is Rs. 5.33 lakh crore.
According to data released by the Controller General of 
Accounts, fiscal deficit in the April-December (2016-17) 
period was 93.9% of the Budget target against 87.9% for 
the same period a year ago. The April-December fiscal 
deficit in value terms was Rs. 5.01 lakh crore.
In his Budget 2016-17 speeches, Mr. Jaitley had said: 
“There is now a school of thought who believes that in-
stead of fixed numbers as fiscal deficit targets, it may be 
better to have a fiscal deficit range as the target, which 
would give necessary policy space to the government to 
deal with dynamic situations.”

‘Time ripe for discussions on Universal Basic 
Income’
A Universal Basic Income (UBI) will be an efficient substi-
tute for a plethora of existing welfare schemes and subsi-
dies, according to the annual Economic Survey.
In a chapter ‘Universal Basic Income: A Conversation 
With and Within the Mahatma,’ the Survey dwelt at length 
on the pros and cons of introducing UBI in India before 
concluding that it was “a powerful idea whose time even if 
not ripe for implementation is ripe for serious discussion.”
The report justified the introduction of UBI citing several 
reasons such as promoting social justice, reducing pov-
erty and an unconditional cash transfer that lets the ben-
eficiary decide how she uses the money and generating 
employment by promoting labour flexibility since it allows 
“individuals to have partial or calibrated engagements 
with the labour market without fear of losing benefits.”

Administrative efficiency
It also said the move would bring in administrative ef-
ficiency as a direct cash transfer through a JAM (Jan 
Dhan-Aadhar-Mobile) platform would be more efficient 
compared to the “existing welfare schemes which are 
riddled with misallocation, leakages and exclusion of the 
poor.”
Pointing out that the Budget for 2016-17 had about 950 
central sector and centrally–sponsored schemes (CSS) 

Economy
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that accounted for about 5% of the GDP, the Survey sug-
gested that “considerable gains could be achieved in 
terms of bureaucratic costs and time by replacing many 
of these with a UBI.”

A Budget for sustainable growth
This is a budget with three principle goals. It wants to re-
vive the flagging domestic investment, which has threat-
ened to turn turtle. It does this by ramping up public capi-
tal capital expenditure by a whopping 24.5% in the hope 
that it will ‘crowd in’ private investment; cutting corporate 
income tax rate from 30% to 25% for SMEe with an an-
nual turnover of less than Rs. 50 crore; and taking further 
steps in improving the ease of doing business.
Secondly, it responds to the dire requirement for urgently 
generating a large number of employment opportunities 
for the increasingly restive youth. The massive push to 
affordable housing with its vast backward linkages in the 
economy and high employment intensity will contribute to 
achieving this goal. The special package for textiles and 
some other labour-intensive sectors will also help as will 
the enhanced allocation to infrastructure sectors. The tax 
relief for SMEs will also help.
Third, it aims at cleansing the economy of black money 
flows and illegal incomes, thereby sharply squeezing the 
scope and space for the parallel economy. Following the 
enactment of the Benami Properties and Illegal Income 
Acts and demonetization, the budget has announced a 
direct attack on the fountainhead of political corruption 
by reducing the amount of individual donations to politi-
cal parties to a paltry Rs. 2,000, as recommended by 
the Election Commission. This, as the finance minister 
remarked during his speech, would create a new normal 
that would attract global investor attention and put the 
economy on a robust trajectory of rapid, sustainable and 
inclusive growth.
These are commendable objectives and the Modi-Jaitley 
duo should be complimented for refraining from populist 
temptations, which would have been rather strong in the 
face of impending elections in five states.
New initiatives
The budget also has three firsts to its credit. By present-
ing it on February 1, the Finance Minister has ensured 
that the rather inefficient practice of ‘vote on account’ will 
be avoided and the finance bill will now be approved by 
the end of the present fiscal year. Second, the somewhat 
spurious and dysfunctional distinction between plan and 
non-plan expenditure has been done away with, which 

will permit a clearer distinction between the share of capi-
tal and revenue expenditure. It is pertinent to note here 
that by allowing fiscal deficit to rise to 3.2% of the GDP 
in 2017-18 while bringing down revenue deficit to 1.8% 
(instead of 2% as recommended by the FRBM commit-
tee), the FM has displayed commendable sagacity and 
responsibility towards the priority of promoting invest-
ment and employment.
As its third new initiative, this budget has done away with 
the colonial legacy of a separate Railway budget.

Income Tax relief for Rs. 2.5-Rs. 5 lakh slab
“The FM has provided a welcome relief firstly by reduc-
ing the tax rate to 5% from 10% for income below Rs. 5 
lakh and at the same time reducing the rebate from tax to 
Rs. 2,500,” Parizad Sirwalla, Partner and Head of Global 
Mobility Services, KPMG in India said.
“This gives every tax payer benefit up to a maximum Rs. 
14,807 depending on income level other than the few in 
the bracket of Rs. 50 lakh to Rs. 1 crore who will have to 
pay an additional surcharge on tax at the rate of 10%.”
The combined effect of the reduced tax rate and the re-
bate of Rs. 2,500 will mean that those earning up to Rs. 
3 lakh a year will effectively see their tax liability fall to 
zero (a tax incidence of Rs. 2,500 at 5% of Rs. 50,000 
minus the rebate of Rs. 2,500). Those earning between 
Rs. 3 lakh and Rs. 3.5 lakh will have a tax liability of Rs. 
2,500 (a tax incidence of Rs. 5,000 minus a rebate of Rs. 
2,500).
“If the limit of Rs. 1.5 lakh under Section 80C for invest-
ment is used fully, the tax would be zero for people with 
income of Rs. 4.5 lakh,” Mr. Jaitley said.
The Finance Minister pointed out that the total tax fore-
gone on account of these measures is Rs. 15,500 crore.

The triple agenda – Budget 2017
The Budget presented   marks a paradigm shift in multiple 
ways. For one, it seeks to reconcile the consequences of 
international headwinds with domestic economic compul-
sions. The international headwinds of rising protection-
ism, reinventing globalisation and interest rate behaviour 
by leading central bankers necessitate adherence to 
continued macroeconomic stability. Mitigating the con-
sequences of demonetisation particularly employment 
in the informal sector and lifting sagging investors’ senti-
ment would, inter alia , need fresh stimulus. Stimulus both 
in terms of regulatory framework, ease of doing business 
and enhanced public outlay.
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Triggering green shoots
Seeking synergy between agriculture and the corporate 
sector is an important initiative. A sharp decline in corpo-
rate rate taxes for small and medium industries, which 
covers 97% of all corporates, would enhance their profit-
ability and trigger investment green shoots. This would 
be supported by enhanced agricultural credit, crop insur-
ance, rural skill development leading to significant rise in 
rural demand.
At any rate, markets have applauded the budget package 
in no uncertain way. Perhaps after a long time sentiments 
have improved so decisively after the budget speech.
What does this imply? First and foremost, it is a thumb 
up for adherence to the path of macroeconomic stabil-
ity. This is also a coherent response to some debilitating 
features of adverse exogenous circumstances. The cen-
terpiece of the macro stability is adherence to the path of 
fiscal consolidation. However, there is a paradigm shift. 
Debt and not fiscal deficit, is being recognised as the 
principal stabilisation anchor. Indeed, this was the quest 
during the debate in the constituent assembly to place 
fetters on executive discretion and borrowing. Ambedkar 
had finessed the debate by saying “we hope that Parlia-
ment will take this matter seriously and keep on enacting 
laws so as to limit the borrowing authority of the Union. I 
go further and say that I not only hope but I expect that 
the Parliament will discharge its duties under this Article” 
. In essence, the new approach can be a seen as the 
realisation of Ambedkar’s vision.
In the new fiscal framework it is recognized that India in 
relation to other emerging markets is among the most 
debt ridden nations in the world, with a debt to GDP of 
70%. The Finance Minister mentioned the FRBM Com-
mittee’s recommendation on optimum debt to GDP ratio 
for India of 60%, consisting of 40% for Central Govern-
ment and 20% for State Governments. The fiscal deficit 
is only an enabling instrument for achieving this optimal 
debt GDP target. The Finance Minister has not resort-
ed to the provision of ‘escape clause’ suggested by the 
Committee which has an upper ceiling of 0.5% of GDP in 
any fiscal year. He has preferred a fiscal target of 3.2% 
instead of 3% to provide for “higher public expenditure 
in the context of sluggish private sector investment and 
slow global growth”. There is, however, a clear commit-
ment of returning to 3% and thereafter.
Decisive commitment
Markets have perceived this as government’s decisive 
commitment towards macroeconomic stabilization. This 
has spurred investor sentiment, found favour with rating 
agencies and augurs well for congruence of monetary 
and fiscal policy.

There are other initiatives too like, encouraging labour 
intensive industries, going beyond leather and textiles 
packages, by taking a fresh look at the regulatory frame-
work for labour and to harmonize their conflicting regula-
tions. Similarly, public private partnership was a breeding 
ground for crony capitalism. The recommendations of the 
Vijay Kelkar committee on a new act for dispute resolu-
tion as well as an ombudsman is sought to be implement-
ed through an amendment to the Arbitration and Concilia-
tion Act, 1997. This can rekindle innovative financing and 
public private partnership.
We know that the budget is not a panacea for all eco-
nomic ailments. Policy making must be a continuing pro-
cess and equally, the agility to readapt policy responses 
to new challenges. Overall, this budget is a decisive re-
sponse to our sagging growth sentiment and prospects.

‘
Simpler rules may help MSMEs become 
companies’
A majority of micro, small and medium enterprises (MS-
MEs) in the country are family owned businesses that are 
not limited liability companies and so would not be able 
to benefit from the Budget proposal to cut the corporate 
tax rate for MSMEs with turnover less than Rs. 50 crore, 
industry officials said.
“Most of the MSMEs are family-owned businesses and 
are hence partnership or proprietorship firms,”said D. 
Gandhi Kumar, former president of the Federation of In-
dian Micro and Small and Medium Enterprises.
“Just 3% of the MSMEs are registered as limited compa-
nies. And, only these will enjoy lower tax according to the 
budget proposal.”
More than 90% of MSMEs, especially micro-units, are not 
private limited companies as registered companies have 
to comply with several norms and maintain a plethora of 
documents, according to V. Sundaram, president of Co-
imbatore District Small Industries’ Association.
‘Not enough incentive’
Though the micro-units risk losing their competitiveness 
to corporate peers, the 5% lower tax may not be enough 
incentive to spur them to become limited companies, Mr. 
Sundaram said.
The Centre could frame simpler rules for micro and 
smaller companies, especially family-owned firms, so 
that more MSMEs are encouraged to become LLPs or 
limited companies, said V. Lakshminarayanasamy, vice-
president, Indian Chamber of Commerce and Industry – 
Coimbatore
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Sanyal named Principal Economic Adviser
The Cabinet   approved the appointment of Sanjeev San-
yal, a former managing director at Deutsche Bank, as the 
Principal Economic Adviser in the Department of Eco-
nomic Affairs for three years.
Mr. Sanyal was the chief economist and director of Glob-
al Markets Research at Deutsche Bank in Singapore until 
2008 and is currently an Adjunct Fellow at the Institute 
of Policy Studies in Singapore. He is a Visiting Fellow at 
Oxford University, chief adviser to the John Templeton 
Foundation, director of the Green Accounting for Indian 
States Project, and Member of the Governing Council of 
the Economic Society of Singapore.
Mr. Sanyal has authored four books, including ‘The In-
credible History of India’s Geography.’

Receiving more than Rs. 3 lakh in cash to 
attract equal penalty
In a bid to check generation of black money, a steep pen-
alty awaits those accepting cash in excess of Rs. 3 lakh, 
beginning April 1, to settle any transaction.
A ban on cash transaction of more than Rs. 3 lakh has 
been proposed in the Budget for 2017-18.
In an interview to PTI, Revenue Secretary Hasmukh 
Adhia said the penalty for doing cash transaction will be 
steep and the receiver will have to pay an amount equiv-
alent to the cash received.
“Supposing you do a transaction of Rs. 4 lakh in cash, 
then the penalty would be Rs. 4 lakh. If you do a trans-
action of Rs. 50 lakh, penalty would be Rs. 50 lakh,” he 
said, adding that the penalty will be levied on the receiver.
So, if someone buys an expensive watch for cash, it is 
the shopkeeper who will have to pay the tax, he said, 
adding that the provision is to deter people from doing 
large cash transactions.
Demonetisation brought to account the stock of black 
money and now the government wants to stop future 
generation of the same.
The government, he said, will track all large cash trans-
actions, and also curb the avenues of conspicuous con-
sumption through cash.
People with large sum of unaccounted money usually 
spend it on holidaying or buying luxury items like cars, 
watches and jewellery. The new cash curbs will mean 
that such spending avenues are curtailed, disincentivis-
ing people from generating black money.
Mr. Adhia said that the previously notified rule of quoting 
PAN for any cash transaction above Rs. 2 lakh stays.

Finance Minister Arun Jaitley had in his Budget for 2017-
18 proposed to insert Section 269ST in the Income-Tax 
Act to state that “no person shall receive an amount of 
Rs. 3 lakh or more by way of cash in aggregate from a 
person in a day; in respect of a single transaction; or in 
respect of transactions relating to one event or occasion 
from a person.”
However, the restrictions will not apply to the govern-
ment, any banking company, post office savings bank or 
co-operative bank.
Mr. Adhia said the Budget proposes to levy penalty on a 
person who receives Rs. 3 lakh and above. — PTI

‘Budget ignores plight of tobacco growers’
Concerned about the increased excise duty on cigarettes 
in the Union Budget, tobacco farmers have said it will 
lead to further drop in farm earnings as trade in illegal 
cigarettes will rise, causing a further drop in domestic to-
baccos sales.
“The duty increase announced in the 2017 Budget is a 
blow to the livelihood of FCV (cigarette) tobacco farmers, 
who have been facing unprecedented hardships due to 
sharp drop in demand. The resulting loss in earnings of 
farmers and the acute financial distress faced by them 
has led to suicides by farmers in the tobacco growing 
states of Andhra Pradesh, Telangana and Karnataka last 
year.” said Murali Babu, general secretary, Federation of 
All India Farmer Associations (FAIFA).
Neglected sector
Mr. Babu said, the FAIFA appreciates that the Budget 
is focused on agricultural growth and seeks doubling of 
farmer incomes in the country. “However, the plight of 
tobacco farmers whose earnings have reduced sharply 
in the past recent years has been completely neglected 
and no relief whatsoever or export incentives have been 
provided,” he said.

Implement WTO’s Nairobi Ministerial 
decisions: India
Commerce Minister Nirmala Sitharaman   said she would 
soon take up with World Trade Organisation (WTO) Di-
rector General Roberto Azevêdo the need to ensure that 
processes on outstanding issues — including on food 
security — of the WTO’s Doha Round negotiations are 
completed before the December 2017 Ministerial Confer-
ence (MC) in Argentina.
The Minister also said India was very clear on its stand 
that ‘new issues’ including e-commerce and investment 
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cannot be brought into the formal agenda of the WTO-
level negotiations on liberalisation of global trade without 
consensus among all the WTO members.
Her statement comes ahead of a two-day India visit of Mr. 
Azevêdo beginning February 8, during which issues such 
as the proposed global pacts on e-commerce and invest-
ment are likely to be in focus.
The MC, which is the WTO’s highest decision-making 
body, usually happens every two years. After the Decem-
ber 2015 MC in Nairobi, the government had said: “In 
view of the reluctance of developed countries to agree 
to continue the Doha Development Agenda post-Nairobi, 
India negotiated and secured a re-affirmative Ministerial 
Decision on public stockholding for food security purpos-
es honouring both the Bali Ministerial and (WTO) General 
Council Decisions. The decision commits (WTO) mem-
bers to engage constructively in finding a permanent so-
lution to this issue [of public stockholding for food security 
purposes].”
Talking to reporters, she said: “We have been very clear 
that everything agreed to in the Nairobi Ministerial should 
be implemented. We can’t be going to the (Argentina) 
Ministerial without fulfilling what WTO Members commit-
ted to in Nairobi. Therefore, I will be talking to the DG 
(Azevêdo) and ensuring that the processes are complet-
ed before we reach Argentina.”

Taxman not to ask questions on deposits 
up to Rs 2.5 lakh:CBDT
Providing clarity on scrutiny of deposits post demoneti-
sation, the Income Tax department   said no questions 
will be asked about deposits of up to Rs. 2.5 lakh and 
only those accounts that do not match the tax returns will 
be probed. Using Big Data analytics, the I-T Department 
has segregated different kinds of deposits and large ones 
such as those exceeding Rs. 1 crore that do not match 
with I-T returns filed in previous years will undergo ‘layer 
enforcement.’ “We will ensure there is no harassment to 
genuine persons,” Central Board of Direct Taxes Chair-
man Sushil Chandra said. 

Digital payment costs are a hindrance: TRAI
The surge in digital payments in the country, driven large-
ly by short-term incentives, will become sustainable if the 
costs of making such payments are addressed, said Ram 
Sewak Sharma, chairman, Telecom Regulatory Authority 
of India (TRAI).
“Everyone can provide incentives in the short run and 

see a rise and once those incentives go, they will decline. 
What is important from a citizen’s perspective is that cash 
doesn’t have any costs. If I have Rs. 100 in my pocket, 
I get Rs. 100 worth of goods. But if I have to pay some-
body Rs. 1 or Rs. 2 for paying the same digitally, it’s not 
fair,” Mr. Sharma said  .
Issue of cost
“Digital financial transactions are not sustainable unless 
you address the issues of cost, convenience and confi-
dence,” the TRAI chief said at the India Digital summit 
hosted by the Internet and Mobile Association of India.
Referring to the merchant discount rate (MDR) levied 
on transactions done through credit and debit cards, 
Mr.Sharma said there is no relationship between the 
charges and the ‘work done’ to justify them.
“The work at the back-end is almost zero… You are just 
making some entry into some database that Mr.X trans-
ferred some amount to Mr Y. That’s only an entry. No 
work’s being done,” he said.
Drawing a parallel with the telecom sector, the regulator 
drew attention to ‘the work done principle’ used to deter-
mine how much one operator pays another as termina-
tion charges.
“This is computed on the basis of work done. What we 
are charging in the name of MDR and so on, is not really 
on the basis of work done. This is an issue that has to be 
addressed,” Mr. Sharma emphasised.
Building confidence
While people are getting more comfortable with digital 
payments, the TRAI chief said it is important to build con-
fidence in the systems and ensure that all relevant soft-
ware is tested for cyber-security and other security risks.
Reduced charges
The regulator has reduced the charges of USSD (Un-
structured Supplementary Service Data)-based pay-
ments made on mobile phones.

Centre to raise EPFO’s equity investments to 
15%
The Employees’ Provident Fund Organisation (EPFO) 
will increase its equity investments to 15% of its incre-
mental corpus in the next fiscal year, from 10% at pre-
sent, Union Labour and Employment Minister Bandaru 
Dattatreya said here.
“The EPFO had increased investments in exchange trad-
ed funds (ETF) from 5% to 10% of its corpus. We are 
now thinking of increasing it to 15% in the next financial 
year. We have invested around Rs. 17,000 crore in ETFs 
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so far,” Mr. Dattatreya said at Assocham’s 96th Annual 
Function here.
The Minister said on the sidelines that he would convene 
a meeting with the EPFO’s central board of trustees next 
month to discuss the proposal to increase equity invest-
ments to 15%. Although the EPFO is permitted to invest 
up to 15% of its incremental corpus in equity and related 
instruments, it began by investing 5% in ETFs in August 
2015 and increased it further to 10% last year.
“The equity investment of 10% (of EPFO’s corpus) is 
showing good results. We have received returns in the 
range of 8-9% annually depending on the market situa-
tion,” Mr. Dattatreya said.

Two new bills
He also said at the event that the Union government 
would introduce two labour reform Bills on wages and 
industrial relations in Parliament in March. “We will take 
the final decision in the inter-ministerial meeting under 
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley next week. After that, we 
will go to the Cabinet and in March both the Bills will be 
introduced,” the Minister said.
He said that the tripartite discussions with the trade un-
ions and states were “successful” on the proposed labour 
law reforms.

SEBI to form panel to facilitate crowd 
funding
The Securities Exchange Board of India (SEBI) is form-
ing an advisory committee on financial technology or fin-
tech-related issues, which would look at safeguards that 
can be put in place to facilitate crowd funding of ‘genuine’ 
ventures and mobilise more household savings into the 
financial markets.
“With the economy doing well and a well-regulated mar-
ket, the current numbers (for household savings invested 
in capital markets) are unacceptable,” SEBI chairman 
U.K. Sinha said  . “I feel that people are ready to invest, 
but issues related to convenience are holding them back, 
such as getting KYC done.”

“To harness technology to enable persons in small towns 
with small amounts to invest in a retirement fund, we are 
going to form an advisory committee on fintech that will 
be led by some very strong business leaders from the 
industry,” Mr. Sinha said at IAMAI’s India Digital Summit 
in the capital.
Target savings
The committee, that will also include other experts and 
representatives from different sections of the fintech in-
dustry, will be formed shortly. “I hope this committee will 
help us spread the market and mobilise domestic house-
hold savings for the growth of the country by way of pro-
viding risk capital as well as debt investments,” Mr. Sinha 
said.
The advisory committee will also examine the best way 
forward to facilitate crowdfunding of “genuine” ventures, 
he said, adding that the regulator has concerns about 
letting anonymous entities raise funds without any safe-
guards.
“We had issued a discussion paper on allowing crowd-
funding, but most comments we received, especially 
from your industry (tech start-ups) termed the proposed 
norms as very restrictive.” He said entities raising money 
without any due diligence entails risks.
“If you want to raise money in the bond market, one has 
to file a draft red herring prospectus, make lots of disclo-
sures, get a credit rating and appoint a debenture trus-
tee,” he said, adding that even England and New Zea-
land that have allowed crowdfunding of ventures have 
imposed ‘restrictions.’
SEBI is holding fresh discussions with representatives of 
start-ups and venture capital funds to assess why a sin-
gle start-up hasn’t been listed yet on the special platform 
created by the regulator for mature ventures looking to 
go public. “We have started discussions to understand if 
it’s a question of where the economy is, timing or matu-
rity of start-up businesses or something in our norms for 
listing,” Mr. Sinha said. The system was created after dis-
cussions and a realisation that large tech start-ups were 
going to mature soon.

Commerce Dept. special arm may drive 
foreign trade policy
India’s future trade (policy) model should have the Com-
merce Department at the helm, supported by ministries 
including External Affairs and Finance, while a ‘trans-
formed’ Directorate General of Foreign Trade (DGFT) 
should be the apex body for all trade promotion activi-
ties for the country, according to a government-commis-
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sioned report.
India’s foreign trade strategy and policy is currently being 
piloted predominantly by the Prime Minister’s Office and 
External Affairs Ministry.
Frost & Sullivan report
The report — prepared by the global consultancy firm 
Frost & Sullivan and submitted on December 23, 2016, to 
the commerce & industry ministry — also makes a strong 
case for a higher profile for the Indian Trade Service (ITS) 
in matters of trade policies & systems.
At present, the officials belonging to the Indian Admin-
istrative Service, Foreign Service and Revenue Service 
evidently have a relatively superior role over ITS cadre 
regarding decisions on crucial trade policy matters.
The report proposed that “… a dedicated ministerial arm 
under Department of Commerce will deal exclusively with 
trade-related policy inputs, their formulation and their roll-
out with the bulk of implementation work handled by a 
digital platform.”
The Frost & Sullivan report advocated that “the opera-
tional implementation of the Foreign Trade Policy (FTP) 
should reside with the department of commerce provid-
ing the trade community one single entity to deal with.”
The FTP should be considered a “dynamic document,” 
according to the report. It added that any change neces-
sitated with respect to the ongoing requirements must be 
approved by the (commerce) departmental arm respon-
sible for policymaking.
“Once approved by all ministerial stakeholders including 
the Department of Commerce, Department of Revenue 
and Ministry of External Affairs, a single communication 
should be issued by the departmental arm dedicated to 
FTP,” it stated.
Small, yet efficient
It observed: “The Prime Minister’s preferred model of a 
small and yet efficient government acting as a facilita-
tor for businesses is most relevant and applicable to the 
DGFT. Furthermore, there is a critical need to transform 
the current DGFT by taking a holistic view of the existent 
trade environment in the country.”
The report mooted that a transformed DGFT should be 
made accountable for all trade promotion activities for In-
dia — providing services such as trade representation in 
foreign countries, research & development, market intelli-
gence, business matchmaking services as well as public 
relations, advertising and marketing services.
The ‘DGFT 3.0’ — with DGFT pre- and post-liberalisation 
being the earlier two versions — should also provide (for-
eign trade) monitoring and training services hold export 

promotion campaigns, industrial trade fairs and ensure 
greater focus on small and medium firms, the report sug-
gested.
“The ITS is the only dedicated cadre within the Ministry of 
Commerce that has professionals with deep knowledge 
of trade policies and systems. Given their extensive in-
volvement with DGFT and institutional memory, DGFT is 
best placed to continue with its role in providing policy 
inputs and aiding the policy formulation process,” the re-
port recommended.
‘Recruit professionals’
Noting that the DGFT needs to re-skill its resources to 
be successful, the report said: “Future recruitment should 
focus on professionals with experience and qualifications 
in trade and commerce from reputed institutions.”
The report comes at a time when India’s goods exports 
have not yet recovered fully from the impact of a pro-
longed contraction from December 2014 to May 2016, as 
well as the government’s demonetisation exercise early 
November.
“For an improvement in India’s performance on the ease 
of doing business – currently ranked 130 out of 190 coun-
tries and particularly on the parameter of ‘trading across 
borders’ (where India is) currently ranked at a dismal 143 
– it is imperative to deploy digital technology to transform 
the experience of doing trade in the country,” according 
to the report.
It also comes in the backdrop of the World Trade Organi-
sation (WTO) stating in December 2016 that “… the num-
ber of new trade-restrictive measures being introduced 
(by WTO Member countries) remains worryingly high 
given continuing global economic uncertainty and the 
WTO’s downward revision of its trade forecasts.”

Centre plans to invest Rs. 2,200 cr. in 
electronic technology start-ups
The Centre is targeting an investment of about Rs. 2,200 
crore by 2019 in start-ups working on new technologies 
in the electronic sector under the Electronics Develop-
ment Fund (EDF), a senior government official said.
The EDF is a ‘fund of funds’ that works with venture capi-
talists to create funds, known as ‘daughter funds,’ which 
provide risk capital to companies developing new tech-
nologies in the area of electronics, nano-electronics and 
IT.
The EDF would put in 10% of the capital in ‘daughter 
funds’ and the rest would be invested by venture capital-
ists. Hence, a targeted investment of Rs. 2,200 crore by 
the government will help mobilise Rs. 22,000 crore for 
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the ‘daughter funds,’ which will then invest primarily in 
start-ups.

“One of the major issues that we have had in India is that 
we have not had big VC funding coming in,” IT Secre-
tary Aruna Sundararajan said. “Mostly it has gone into e-
commerce and e-tailing. That is not enough. We need to 
create IPR also. To create IPR… there are a large num-
ber of tech start-ups, people working in nano-technology 
etc… but the problem is who will fund them, because it 
is almost like R&D, until they commercialise,” she added.
She said that the results had been very encouraging as, 
in one year, the government had been able to mobilise 
Rs. 6,870 crore, of which the government’s share has 
been Rs. 687 crore.

RBI signalling end to easing cycle
There were expectations that the Reserve Bank of In-
dia (RBI) would cut rates in the February policy after the 
Budget set a fiscal deficit target of 3.2% for 2017-18. The 
RBI not only surprised everyone by holding rates but also 
changed its stance to neutral. Badrinivas N.C. , Manag-
ing Director, Country Treasurer and Head - Local Markets 
Treasury, Citi India – which had predicted that the RBI 
was unlikely to cut rates in order to maintain macroeco-
nomic stability – spoke on the future trajectory of interest 
rates and the markets. Edited excerpts:
What are your views on the interest rate scenario? How 
will this impact prices at a time when global commodity 
prices are firming up?
The indications from the recent RBI policy are that we 
have probably come to the end of this easing cycle. So 
interest rates are likely to stabilise around these levels for 
some time. I assume by prices you are referring to prices 
of goods and services – inflation. Interest rate policies 
impact growth and inflation with a lag, typically a lag of at 
least three quarters. In fact, this lag is one of the reasons 
given by the RBI for a shift in their stance from ‘accom-
modative’ to ‘neutral’ – they would like to see the impact 

of past rate cuts on growth and inflation before deciding 
on the future course.
How do you justify the status quo maintained by the cen-
tral bank?
I don’t think it is for me to justify their stance. But if you 
are asking if I agree with their actions, it is something 
we actually expected. Our view going into the RBI policy 
meeting was that the RBI is unlikely to cut rates now. It 
was based a lot on what they had mentioned in their pre-
vious policy meeting in December and also considering 
the global environment factors.
To understand their stance, it is important to step back 
and look at how inflation and interest rates have moved 
over the last 2-3 years.
Since 2014, CPI (consumer price index) in India has 
come down by around 4.5%-5%. And interest rates 
have moved lower by about 2% -3% across government 
bonds, corporate bonds and deposit rates.
In this period, the RBI has also adjusted the real rate 
framework (the difference between interest rates and 
CPI) and said that for long term benefit of the economy, 
interest rates should ideally be 1.5%-2% higher than in-
flation. Considering this framework and based on their 
inflation projections which seem to be settling at 4.5%-
5% levels, they have come to the conclusion that present 
policy rates are appropriate and there is no requirement 
for any immediate rate cut.
Is there any likelihood of the RBI cutting rates in April?
RBI has said their stance now is ‘neutral’ which means 
they see the next move could be in either direction.
While we don’t see any immediate possibility of rate in-
crease, the hurdle to cut rates is also high. Unless there 
is some dramatic change in the global and local macro 
environment, I would think the chances of a rate cut in 
April are extremely low.
What will be the outlook for rest of the year?
A lot would depend on how the consumption story and 
inflation pan out in the next few months.
The remonetisation of the economy is ongoing and is 
expected to lift growth in coming months. The impact of 
pay commission revisions and also the income tax cuts 
announced in the Budget are positive factors which could 
boost consumption. On the other hand, private invest-
ment cycle is still weak and the growth pick-up is not 
broad-based. How all these factors influence the core 
CPI (inflation ex-food and ex-fuel) will determine how in-
terest rates move and whether RBI will find space to cut 
rates in future. Global developments, including path of 
U.S. interest rates and oil prices are also important fac-
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tors.
Would you say that we have reached the floor on interest 
rates and no further cuts are possible?
India has seen many years of high retail inflation and high 
nominal interest rates compared to many other emerging 
markets.
The fall in inflation in the last three years is a combination 
of various factors including concerted efforts of the gov-
ernment especially to contain food inflation, fall in global 
commodity prices, good agriculture production last year, 
prudent fiscal policies etc. Some of these factors could 
reverse.
We are already seeing global commodity prices move up. 
If you look at the month-on-month sequential move on in-
flation, it does look like ex-food, inflation is sticky around 
the 4.5%-5% levels.
Drivers of further sustained reduction in inflation are not 
very apparent. Also, we need significant supply side 
measures to move the economy to lower levels of infla-
tion. This is still work-in-progress and will take time. Nom-
inal interest rates eventually are a function of the levels of 
inflation. So, while there can be some move up and down 
in interest rates from here on, larger move down in rates 
will be a function of whether we can get inflation down to 
lower levels on a sustained basis.

SEBI-stung NSE to reset co-location code
Regulator examining allegations that some brokers had 
got preferential access from location of servers at the ex-
change
The National Stock Exchange (NSE) is strengthening 
its policies and procedures related to co-location facili-
ties even as the Securities and Exchange Board of In-
dia (SEBI) is looking into allegations of some brokerages 
having got preferential access at the exchange.
The NSE plans more safeguards and protocols and has 
hired an independent consultant to guide it on the imple-
mentation of the new procedures, which are expected to 
be put in place by the end of this month.
Co-location refers to the facility where brokerages can 
house their servers inside the exchange to get better 
speed for trade execution. Since the broker’s server is 
placed close to that of the exchange, the latency is re-
duced.
NSE started offering this facility in February 2010 and 
currently co-location accounts for about 20% of the cash 
market turnover and 30% of derivatives volume.
Exhaustive review
The review that will be exhaustive in nature comes in the 
midst of regulatory concerns related to the systems and 

processes at NSE, which are being addressed both, by 
the NSE board and SEBI’s Technical Advisory Committee 
(TAC).
“NSE will be rewriting entire policies and codes related to 
co-location,” said a person familiar with the matter, who 
declined to be identified as the process is yet to be made 
public. “All protocols will be clearly laid down in black and 
white, including those relating to escalation of issues. 
Also, all logs related to co-location would be recorded 
and maintained for a longer period of time.”
Deloitte, which conducted a forensic audit of NSE, had 
highlighted in its report that there were some lapses 
related to procedures and processes and it could have 
been that an NSE employee was also involved. It also 
stated that the technology used by NSE earlier to offer 
co-location service was prone to manipulation in terms of 
lags in information dissemination.

“Based on the Deloitte report, NSE decided to look at 
every single aspect of co-location to ensure everything is 
above board, transparent and nothing is left to unstated 
practices,” said the person.
SEBI received an anonymous complaint against the ex-
change in January 2015, alleging that certain brokers 
with co-location servers were getting access to market 
data before the others who also had such facilities within 
NSE. The complaint also alleged that employees of NSE 
were involved in the irregularities.
Incidentally, when NSE had started the co-location facil-
ity, it used a technology called TCP/IP in which there was 
a lag in information being shared between the co-location 
servers. Starting 2014, NSE moved to multicast technol-
ogy wherein all the servers received the information at 
one go.
While NSE is going ahead with its plans to implement a 
new code for co-location, SEBI is also reviewing whether 
the exchange needs to be issued further directions based 
on the Deloitte report and its own internal findings.
Independent audit
At its latest board meet on February 11, SEBI took note 
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of the matter and said that the NSE board, as advised 
by the regulator, had done an independent forensic audit 
and that the concerns were being addressed.
As part of its investigations, SEBI had also sent some 
officials and TAC members to the exchange, which had 
submitted a huge amount of data to both the regulator 
and Deloitte.

TRAI seeks views on tariffs’ debate
Amid an ongoing war between incumbent telcos and new 
entrant Reliance Jio over its predatory pricing and pro-
motional offers, the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India 
issued a consultation paper   to undertake a review of the 
tariff assessment process.
The paper, among other issues, has sought views on 
which tariff offers should qualify as promotional offers, 
what should be the features of a promotional offer, and 
whether there is a need to restrict the number of promo-
tional offers that can be introduced by a telecom service 
provider.
The consultation paper comes after the three incumbent 
operators – Airtel, Idea and Vodafone, moved TDSAT 
against TRAI alleging that the regulator failed to prohibit 
Mukesh Ambani-owned Reliance Jio from violating the 
tariff regulations by allowing it to continue with its free 
offers.
In response to complaints, TRAI had said that Reliance 
Jio’s promotional tariff plans comply with existing regu-
lations and tariff orders, allowing promotional offer that 
provides free unlimited data and calling to users till March 
31.
The consultation, the regulatory authority said, is in line 
with the decision taken in the meeting held with the CEOs 
of the telecom firms on January 6, 2017, “to discuss the 
annual calendar of activities of TRAI for the year 2017, 
which included developing a new framework for tariffs in 
evolving telecommunication sector and on which there 
was a consensus.”

SEBI may allow MFs to trade in commodities
To deepen the nascent commodity market, SEBI is likely 
to give mutual funds the go-ahead to trade in commodity 
markets in a month. The regulator is also in talks with the 
RBI to allow institutional investors like banks and FPIs 
to trade in the segment. “Mutual funds’ participation in 
commodities derivatives would be the first one to hap-
pen among institutional investors,” Securities and Ex-
change Board of India (SEBI) Chairman U.K. Sinha today 
said, and hinted that the move could be implemented in 

a month. Mr. Sinha, whose term ends on March 1, was 
speaking to reporters on the sidelines of the regulator’s 
international conference on commodity derivatives. On 
allowing participation of banks, AIFs and FPIs in com-
modities, he said SEBI is in active consultation with the 
Reserve Bank over the issue.PTI

Urjit Patel takes fresh guard, changes stance
“Urjit is his own man,” former Reserve Bank of India (RBI) 
Governor Raghuram Rajan once said of his successor. 
Dr. Rajan had entrusted Urjit Patel, who was a Deputy 
Governor then, with the task of devising a framework to 
make the monetary policy a lot more transparent and 
modern.
While Dr. Rajan impressed everyone from the word go, 
things were different for Dr. Patel. Within two months of 
his taking charge as the 24th Governor of the RBI in Sep-
tember, the government stumped everyone by announc-
ing the withdrawal of the Rs. 500 and Rs. 1,000 notes. 
It was an exercise where the decision was taken in New 
Delhi but its implementation fell on mandarins at Mint 
Road – where the RBI’s Mumbai headquarters is located. 
It was a mammoth exercise – as more than 86% of the to-
tal currency in circulation was rendered invalid at one go.
Dr. Patel drew flak from all quarters over the poor im-
plementation of the entire demonetisation exercise. Also, 
Dr. Patel came under intense criticism for his perceived 
silence.
Former Finance Minister P. Chidambaram said at the 
time that Dr. Patel had failed to handle the demonetisa-
tion exercise well. He had opined that the Governor of 
RBI did not handle the issue as an independent autono-
mous institution ought to have.
During the first 50 days of the demonetisation drive, it 
was fairly routine for the finance ministry officials to brief 
reporters on the upcoming norms in the morning, circu-
lars for which were subsequently issued by the RBI late 
in the evening.
In January, the association representing employees and 
officers of the RBI wrote to Dr. Patel urging him to uphold 
the central bank’s autonomy amid allegations that the 
government was undermining it. Former central bankers 
also joined the chorus. Y.V. Reddy, who headed the RBI 
between 2003 and 2008 and had since largely avoided 
any public comment on the central bank’s affairs, told a 
private television channel that he would have resigned 
had he been overruled and asked to implement demon-
etisation against his advice.
Boosting morale
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At stake was the central bank’s pride of being an inde-
pendent and autonomous institution. Dr. Patel, appears 
to have opted to use the February bimonthly monetary 
policy review as the opportunity to set the record straight.
This the RBI did, surprising most market participants, by 
changing the rate action narrative for good by explicitly 
stating that monetary policy no longer remained ‘accom-
modative’ and that the stance had now become ‘neutral’. 
This means the RBI is now open to raising interest rates.
With retail inflation slowing to its lowest level in more than 
two years and the Finance Minister’s Budget resolve to 
maintain fiscal discipline, many saw a rate cut as a done 
deal. However, Dr. Patel and other members of the Mon-
etary Policy Committee thought otherwise.
The bond market reacted with the yield on the 10-
year benchmark sovereign paper shooting up 32 basis 
points after the policy was announced and the narrative 
changed. (100 basis points make 1 percentage point.)
“We expect January inflation to mark the trough,” Sonal 
Verma, research analyst with Nomura, wrote in a report. 
The RBI is clearly looking beyond just the short-term in-
flation trajectory and taking into account what could hap-
pen 6-8 months down the road.
Dr. Patel also acted to silence criticism over the charge of 
lack of planning on the part of RBI. With remonetisation 
well under way, RBI gave specific timelines in advance as 
to when the cash withdrawal limits would be eased and 
when they would be completely lifted.

Centre starts listing process of rail PSUs
Within three weeks of the Budget announcement, the Fi-
nance Ministry   started the process of listing three rail 
PSUs — IRCTC, IRFC and IRCON.
The government is considering divesting a portion of 
the paid-up equity share capital through an IPO and has 
sought Expression of Interest (EoI) from merchant bank-
ers by March 16.
The Department of Investment and Public Asset Man-
agement is scouting for merchant bankers to manage the 
IPO of the three PSUs.
The government currently holds 100% stake in these 
three companies.
In his 2017-18 Budget speech, Finance Minister Arun 
Jaitley had said that the government will put in place a 
revised mechanism and procedure to ensure time-bound 
listing of identified CPSEs on stock exchanges as it would 
foster greater public accountability and unlock their true 
value.
The government intends to raise Rs. 72,500 crore through 
disinvestment of PSUs in the next fiscal.

Bond market developing steadily: SEBI 
official
Stressing on the importance of creating an ecosystem 
that promotes and nurtures the bond market, a SEBI offi-
cial said here   that the reduction in the government’s bor-
rowings programme as announced in the Budget augurs 
well for the bond market.
“This decision has yielded a lot of space to bonds,” G. 
Mahalingam, whole-time member SEBI said, at a confer-
ence here. “A broad consensus is emerging on reduced 
government borrowings and a Rs. 2 lakh crore gap is 
there between the Rs. 5.8 lakh crore borrowing by the 
earlier government and the Rs. 3.8 lakh crore budgeted 
by this government .. this space will be taken over by 
corporate bonds.”
The SEBI member said traditionally in India, government 
securities had been treated as the only high quality liquid 
asset (HQLA). “Over a period of time corporate bonds 
will be treated as HQLA and the amount of bonds being 
raised is now surpassing bank credit, he said. “The bond 
market is growing slowly and steadily.”

TRAI told to review tariff plans
Mobile phone operators have been facing severe head-
winds since Reliance Jio started services
Following a decline in revenue of the telecom sector for 
two quarters in a row, the Telecom Commission   asked 
the sectoral regulator TRAI to “review” mobile tariff plans 
offered by telecom operators, including promotional of-
fers.
While the Commission did not name any company, the 
industry has been facing severe headwinds since the in-
troduction of Reliance Jio, which has been offering free 
voice and data services to consumers since September 
last year under two different plans. The Telecom Com-
mission, which is the highest decision making body in 
the Department of Telecommunications (DoT), has also 
asked the regulator to ensure proper implementation of 
its 2002 and 2008 amendments to the Telecom Tariff Or-
ders, 1999. “The inter-ministerial panel today asked TRAI 
to implement its orders on mobile tariffs and review its 
existing rules to ensure financial growth of telecom indus-
try,” a source said, adding that this followed a discussion 
on the decline in revenue for the sector in July-Septem-
ber and October-December and its resultant impact on 
government earnings.
First revenue decline
The Centre earns revenue from the telecom operators 
through spectrum usage and license fees among others. 
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“This is the first time revenue of sector has declined.”
At the meeting, the impact on operators’ capacity to meet 
their commitment towards spectrum charges and instal-
ments amid falling revenues was discussed.
“The Telecom Commission directed the DoT to apprise 
TRAI of its concerns over alarming decline in revenues 
and its impact on the overall health of the sector,” the 
source said.
Reliance Jio, which claims it has added 100 million sub-
scribers in 170 days, on February 21 announced that it 
will start charging its subscribers from April 1, 2017.
It has rolled out an offer wherein its current subscribers, 
after paying a onetime charge of Rs. 99, can avail unlim-
ited voice and data services at a monthly charge of Rs. 
303 for a year.
The existing operators had alleged that the promotional 
offers were in violation of the norms and amounted to 
‘predatory pricing’.

Near-term volatility not ruled out
Fund House DSP BlackRock Investment Managers Pvt. 
Ltd. recently decided to temporarily stop fresh inflows into 
its DSP BlackRock Micro Cap Fund, which is focused on 
investing on small and mid-cap companies. In an e-mail 
interview, Vinit Sambre, Senior VP and Fund Manager, 
DSP BlackRock says liquidity challenges and soaring 
valuations are the key factors which led to the decision. 
Edited excerpts:
Why did you decide to stop fresh inflows into 
DSP BlackRock Micro Cap Fund?
Over the course of the last few years, DSP BlackRock 
Micro Cap Fund has grown to become one of the largest 
funds in its category. While we continue to find interest-
ing investment opportunities for the fund to invest in, its 
current size posed the bigger challenge of liquidity. Due 
to the fund size, it is increasingly difficult to incrementally 
build positions, i.e. to increase stock weightage of com-
panies to a meaningful size in the portfolio.
Building 2-3% position of this fund into any company in 
the micro-cap category requires us to buy a decent size 
of the company capital and given the liquidity scenario 
it is not easy to do the same. In the process we end up 
owning less than desired holding of the company capital, 
which we believe could potentially impact our future per-
formance. Due to these challenges we decided to stop 
fresh flows into this scheme in the interest of investors.
What has been the reaction of the investors?
We are reaching out to our investors across different 
channels regarding our decision. Investors seem to be 

curious to know if we have turned cautious on the micro-
cap category. I would like to allay these fears and stick 
to our positive long-term view. Investors who have long 
term horizon of 3-5 years should not be worried. In the 
near term volatility is not ruled out given the global geo-
political issues and slower than expected earnings mo-
mentum locally.
What happens to existing investors and those 
who invested in SIP?
While the scheme has temporarily stopped accepting 
fresh applications (both lumpsum and SIPs), after 17th 
February, it will continue to accept inflows from existing 
SIPs.
If one has a SIP in the scheme, their bank account will 
continue to get debited on the SIP date for the same 
amount.
What is your advice for the investors?
We are explaining to our investors that stopping flows 
doesn’t signal anything untoward in our portfolio mix. 
We continue to actively manage the portfolio, our core 
investment philosophy has not changed and we continue 
to hold positive view on our investee companies. Hence 
long-term investors in our fund need not be worried. We 
are not giving any negative signal for our portfolio or the 
scheme.
Small and mid-cap stocks have run into high valuations. 
Was this a factor in your decision?
That factor has played a role in our decision.
Rising market levels leads to increase in valuation of 
companies especially the small and mid-space where the 
rise has been much more.
In some way, this is restricting our ability to find many 
opportunities at reasonable valuations, given the size of 
the fund.
Lot of money chasing fewer ideas makes it difficult to 
build adequate position of a company.
Hence we took a call to stop fresh inflows into the scheme.
We tried to defer this move as much as we could, but 
when we felt it is becoming quite challenging, we took 
this decision.
What is your outlook in the small and mid-cap 
space? Do you think there will be a correc-
tion?
We continue to like the small and mid-cap space with a 
long-term view of 3-5 years horizon.
We still believe that small and mid-cap space remains the 
best way of creating wealth in the long-term by participat-
ing in the growth of these companies.
However, we do not rule out volatility in the market in 
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the near-term given the phenomenal rise of the category 
in the last two years and issues like UP election, GST 
implementation, demonetization-led slowing earnings 
growth, among others.
It is possible that small and mid-caps may under-perform.
Rising market levels leads to increase in valuation of 
companies especially the small and mid-space where the 
rise has been much more.

Bharti joins battle with Telenor buy
Less than a month after Vodafone confirmed it was in 
talks with Idea for a possible merger in India that could 
create the country’s largest mobile operator, Bharti Airtel   
said it would acquire the local unit of Norway’s Telenor.
The deal will help India’s largest telecom services pro-
vider to widen its lead over Mukesh Ambani-led Reli-
ance Jio, which has already notched up 100 million us-
ers. Were Vodafone and Idea to successfully conclude 
a merger, the combined entity would have almost 400 
million users.
“Bharti Airtel has entered into a definitive agreement with 
Telenor South Asia Investments Pte. Ltd. to acquire Tel-
enor India,” Bharti said in a statement. “It will also enable 
Airtel to further bolster its strong spectrum footprint in 
these seven circles, with the addition of 43.4 MHz spec-
trum in the 1800 MHz band,” it said.
Though the companies didn’t disclose the deal size, a 
Deutsche Bank Market Research report pegged the val-
ue of the transaction at about $300 million, or more than 
Rs. 2,000 crore. Bharti Airtel shares gained 1.4% on the 
BSE to close at Rs. 366.05.
Sixth acquisition
This is the six domestic acquisitions by Bharti in the last 
five years. It had acquired Qualcomm AP’s India busi-
ness in May 2012, Loop Mobile in June 2014 and Augere 
Wireless Broadband India a year later. Last year it had 
acquired Videocon Telecommunications and Aircel Dish-
net Wireless.
As part of the agreement, Bharti will acquire all of Telenor 
India’s assets and operations in seven circles - Andhra 
Pradesh, Bihar, Maharashtra, Gujarat, U.P. (East), U.P. 
(West) and Assam. “These circles represent a high popu-
lation concentration and therefore offer a high potential 
for growth,” the company said.
“As the new owner, Airtel will take over Telenor India’s 
spectrum, licenses and operations, including its employ-
ees and customer base of 44 million (4.4 crore),” Telenor 
said in a statement.
Bharti has more than 269 million (26.9 crore) subscrib-

ers and a revenue market share of more than 33% in 
the telecom market. According to Fitch Ratings, Bharti’s 
revenue market share will rise by 2 percentage points to 
35%, post the acquisition.
“The decision to exit India has not been taken lightly,” 
Sigve Brekke, Chief Executive Officer of Telenor Group 
said. “After a thorough consideration, it is our view that 
the significant investments needed to secure Telenor In-
dia’s future business on a standalone basis would not 
have given an acceptable level of return.”
The transaction will not trigger any impairment, the state-
ment said, adding that the exposure to claims related to 
the period Telenor owned the business, will remain with 
Telenor.
The deal is expected to close within 12 months, subject 
to requisite regulatory approvals from the Department of 
Telecommunications and the Competition Commission of 
India.
Gopal Vittal, Managing Director and CEO (India and 
South Asia), Bharti Airtel, said: “On completion, the pro-
posed acquisition will undergo seamless integration; both 
on the customer as well as the network side, and further 
strengthen our market position considerably in several 
key circles.”
‘Consolidate or perish’
According to Fitch Ratings the agreement by Bharti Airtel 
to buy Telenor’s Indian telecom operations “is the latest 
sign that the entry of aggressive new operator Reliance 
Jio is spurring incumbents to consolidate to better meet 
the intense competition and weaker telcos to exit alto-
gether.”
It added that Bharti’s credit profile will remain unaffected 
by the planned acquisition as the benefits from additional 
spectrum assets will offset the spectrum liabilities taken 
over.
Jio’s massive investment of $20-25 billion and unprec-
edented offering of free voice and data for six months 
to new subscribers have accelerated industry consolida-
tion, according to Fitch.
“The on-going consolidation is likely to leave four larger 
operators – Bharti, Jio, the combination of Vodafone In-
dia and Idea Cellular, and the combined Reliance Com-
munications and Aircel Limited,” Fitch said.
In Fitch’s view, the 43MHz of 1800MHz spectrum Bharti 
will acquire as part of the transaction is the primary ben-
efit to the company.
“Telenor’s Indian operations will also come with 45 million 
subscribers (compared with Bharti’s Indian subscriber 
base of 266 million), who generate revenue of $600-700 
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million and EBITDA of $50-60 million (compared with 
$14.5 billion and $5-5.3 billion, respectively at Bharti),” 
Fitch said, adding this won’t enhance the acquirer’s debt 
levels.
“During 2012 and 2014 spectrum auctions, Telenor ac-
quired spectrum worth Rs. 48 billion,” Deutsche Bank 
Market Research said.
“Adjusting for the upfront payment, the license-fee set-
off and the annual payments made to date, we estimate 
Telenor’s outstanding spectrum liability would be around 
Rs. 16 billion ($230m). This would transfer to Bharti in the 
event of the acquisition.”
Telenor’s other assets were likely to fetch minimal value, 
Deutsche Bank Market Research added.
Price war
The price war triggered by the arrival of Reliance Jio has 
hurt revenues and profits margins of telecom players, in-
cluding Bharti Airtel, Vodafone and Idea.
Bharti Airtel last month reported a 54% drop in consoli-
dated net profit for the December quarter.
Idea reported its first ever quarterly loss for the October-
December period and Vodafone last year wrote down the 
value of its Indian business by €5 billion.
Last year, Reliance Communications, which had ac-
quired Sistema Shyam Teleservices and is controlled by 
Mukesh Ambani’s brother Anil, said it would merge with 
Aircel Ltd.

Act on NPAs soon: Acharya to banks
Newly-appointed Reserve Bank deputy governor Viral V 
Acharya   called for some urgent steps to resolve NPAs, 
saying none of the “piece-by-piece approach” offered 
so far has worked, including the AQR, simply because 
of “the many discretions given to banks” as also their 
“skewed incentive system.”
He also said even the December 2015 asset quality re-
view (AQR) by the RBI has not helped resolve the issue, 
except in turning public attentions to the same.
Stating that timely resolution of NPAs is of essence if we 
were to restore corporate investment and create jobs, Mr. 
Acharya asked bankers to take NPA resolution “with a 
certain sense of urgency.”
“I wish to speak today, with a certain sense of urgency, 
about the need and possible ways to decisively resolve 
our banks’ stressed assets,” he said in a speech ‘Some 
ways to decisively resolve banks’ stressed assets,’ deliv-
ered at an IBA event here this evening.
The noted economist who joined the central bank only 
last month from New York University, noted that since 

asset quality review of December 2015, up to a sixth of 
public sector banks gross advances are stressed (NPAs, 
restructured or written-off), and a significant majority of 
these are in fact NPAs and for banks in the worst shape, 
the share of assets under stress has approached or ex-
ceeded 20%.
This estimate of stressed assets has doubled from 2013 
in terms of what had been recognised by banks. Doubling 
of bad loans did not happen overnight and “there have 
been several hints — in the declining price-to-book ratios 
of bank equity, and in the many assets “parked” by banks 
under the CDR Cell were severely stressed.”

SEBI for overhaul of board governance
Listed companies’ audit panel may be empowered to 
identify future risks
Markets regulator SEBI is in favour of a major overhaul 
of the way boards of listed firms discharge their duties, 
including for appointment and removal of directors, and 
also wants their audit committees to be empowered to 
identify future risks.
There is also a need for “greater tolerance” and trans-
parency in discussions and decisions taken at the board 
level and by various board committees of listed compa-
nies, but the regulator would prefer them to adopt best 
global practices in this regard voluntarily rather than be-
ing dictated to do so with a new set of stringent rules, an 
official said.
While a ‘guidance note’ was issued last month by the Se-
curities and Exchange Board of India on board evalua-
tion at listed companies, there is a view that SEBI should 
come out with a new set of regulations to ensure greater 
compliance.
Detailed note
The regulator may soon come out with a further detailed 
guidance note while it is also mulling launching a pub-
lic consultation process to understand whether there is 
a need for a new set of rules and what those could be, a 
top official said.
The move assumes significance in the wake of the recent 
boardroom battle at the Tata group and the controver-
sy surrounding the reported differences between some 
promoters and the top management at Infosys — both 
of which played out in a big way in full public glare and 
forced SEBI and the government to keep a close watch 
to safeguard the interests of minority investors and other 
stakeholders — as also the message going to the foreign 
investors.
“The prominent view within SEBI as of now is that the 
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concept of board evaluation is very nascent in India and forcing the companies to follow a new set of rules in this 
regard may not be warranted at this stage,” a top official said, adding that the decision can be reviewed after taking 
into account response of the companies to the guidance note.
Also, since the regulator itself will go through a leadership change soon, with senior IAS officer Ajay Tyagi set to take 
charge as the next SEBI chief on March 1, a final decision on whether to replace the guidance note with a new set of 
rules could be taken later.
Corporate governance has been a key focus area, with a huge emphasis on safeguarding the interests of minority 
shareholders in listed companies, during the six—year tenure of current chairman U.K. Sinha. The proposed moves 
will also take into account the suggestions made in this regard by the regulator’s International Advisory Board, which 
was set up during Mr. Sinha’s tenure at SEBI to advise it on best global regulatory practices and evolution of various 
policies.
The IAB suggested that a matrix of expertise may be introduced to make the boards diverse, balanced and in tune 
with the requirements for effective functioning of the company. It has also called for “full transparency” in board ap-
pointments and removal process.
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Kathmandu meet to finalise SAARC budget, 
agenda
Indian and Pakistani officials will meet to finalise the 
budget and agenda of the SAARC during the February 
1-2 meeting in Kathmandu. The meeting will mark the be-
ginning of the annual calendar of events of the organisa-
tion which failed to meet in Islamabad for a summit and 
is in focus as it is the first time high officials of member-
countries will meet since the cancellation of the summit.
“Joint Secretaries in charge of SAARC affairs from mem-
ber-states will hold the annual programming committee 
meeting in Kathmandu to finalise budget for the SAARC 
secretariat and the regional centres. The meeting is 
likely to take stock of the present agenda and develop-
ment projects,” said Pavan Kumar Dubey, official at the 
SAARC Secretariat.
Mr. Dubey said SAARC had been performing its routine 
administrative and developmental tasks after members 
withdrew from the November 2016 summit objecting to 
cross-border terror from Pakistan.
Nepal’s role
The Planning Committee meeting also indicates the con-
tinuing role of Nepal as the Chair of SAARC which was to 
have passed on to Pakistan last November.
However, diplomats indicated that the meeting in Kath-
mandu will be critical as it will require consensus among 
members for finalising budget of the organisation. “We 
will have to build consensus among all members for the 
agenda of the organisation,” said Mani Bhattarai, Joint 
Secretary in charge of SAARC affairs in Nepal’s Ministry 
of Foreign Affairs, indicating that both India and Pakistan 
will play a crucial role in meeting.
A senior Bhutan diplomat, however, told The Hindu that 
the meeting of Kathmandu would have to be followed by 
other meetings where more coordination among SAARC 
members would be needed.
“India was also expected to hold a meeting but it has de-
clined to hold it for the time being,” said the diplomat, 
indicating that India-Pakistan differences continue to be 
a major factor in the organisation.
Following cancellation of SAARC summit in Islamabad, 
India has boosted support to other regional groupings 
like BIMSTEC and BBIN which aims to engage most of 
the SAARC members barring Pakistan.

Rohingya refugees to be relocated on Remote 
Island
Bangladesh will push ahead with a controversial plan to 
relocate tens of thousands of Rohingya refugees from 
Myanmar to a remote island despite warnings it is unin-
habitable and prone to flooding. The government has set 
up a committee comprising state officials in the coastal 
districts, ordering authorities to help identify and relocate 
undocumented Myanmar nationals to Thengar Char in 
the Bay of Bengal.
“The committee will assist transferring both registered 
and unregistered refugees from Myanmar to Thengar 
Char near Hatiya island in Noakhali district,” according 
to an order issued by the Cabinet Division last week and 
posted online. Hatiya is situated on the estuary of the 
River Meghna and is a nine-hour journey away from the 
camps where the Rohingya have taken shelter.
Some 232,000 Rohingya Muslims — both registered and 
unregistered — were already living in Bangladesh before 
more than 65,000 stateless Rohingya fleeing violence in 
Myanmar’s western state of Rakhine began entering the 
country last October.
Most of those who fled to Bangladesh live in squalid con-
ditions in refugee camps in Cox’s Bazar district, which 
borders Rakhine State and is home to the country’s big-
gest tourist resort.
Bangladesh has also asked its officials in the border dis-
tricts to identify the Myanmar nationals who “illegally infil-
trated” the country.
The island push came as members of Myanmar’s state-
appointed body headed by Kofi Annan, tasked with find-
ing long-term solutions for Rakhine state, visited refugee 
camps in Cox’s Bazar.
The team also met with Bangladeshi officials at Cox’s 
Bazar, and was due to hold talks with Bangladesh Prime 
Minister Sheikh Hasina before their departure. 

Can’t compare U.S. vetting order with Indian 
Bill: Panel
Amid a debate comparing U.S. President Donald Trump’s 
controversial executive order on “extreme vetting” of visi-
tors from seven countries to the United States and India’s 
own Citizenship Amendment Bill, 2016, chairman of a 
joint committee of Parliament on the Bill, Satyapal Singh 
has denied that an equivalence can be drawn between 
the two.
Speaking to The Hindu, the former commissioner of po-
lice, Mumbai and MP from Baghpat, said that the U.S. 
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President’s order had different connotions than the 
Amendment Bill.
“To compare the two is incorrect. The U.S. order is to 
prevent people who the administration feels will possi-
bly indulge in radical terror activities to enter the country, 
and has more to do with public order and security. Our 
Bill aims to give succour to those persecuted on religious 
grounds. There are many cases of religious persecution 
and people fleeing to India and it has to be taken into 
account. If Hindus cannot come to India, where will they 
go?” he asked. “Communities other than Hindus are also 
included in the Bill,” he said.
Under the Citizenship Act of 1955, an applicant for citi-
zenship requires to have resided in India for the last 12 
months and for 11 years.
The Amendment Bill relaxes this 11-year requirement to 
six years for persons who are Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, 
Jains, Parsis and Christians fleeing religious persecution 
from Afghanistan, Pakistan and Bangladesh.
The moment the Bill was introduced; there was uproar 
that it violated Article 14 of the Constitution that guaran-
teed equal treatment under the law to all citizens. The ex-
clusion of people following Islam from this list of relaxed 
terms is considered a direct violation of that Fundamental 
Right.
Legal options
“We have sought legal opinion of the Law Ministry for this 
purpose and they have said that it does not violate Article 
14. We have received legal opinion to the contrary as 
well. The committee will have to deliberate on this variety 
of legal opinion,” he said. The committee is supposed to 
table its report on the Bill during the second part of the 
Budget session (March-April).
“We will be making at least two visits, one each to Gujarat 
and Assam to finalise our conclusions. In Gujarat there is 
a group of doctors, Hindus who got degrees from Kara-
chi, who cannot practice, cannot open bank accounts as 
their cases are pending. That is the human face of the 
Bill,” he said.
Among major sticking points, he said some of the provi-
sions of the Bill did go against the Assam Accord of 1985.

China’s new ballistic missile has India in 
range
China’s newly-formed Rocket Force has conducted an 
exercise with advanced DF-16 medium-range ballistic 
missile that has a range of over 1,000 km and could tar-

get number countries in the neighbourhood, including 
India.
Significantly the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), which 
is secretive about its weapons systems, has released a 
video of the recent exercise of its troops employing the 
advanced Dongfeng-16 medium-range ballistic missile.
First displayed at a military parade in Beijing in 2015, the 
missile is believed to have a range of 1,000 km, putting it 
within striking distance of Okinawa, home to several U.S. 
military installations in Japan, Taiwan and the Philippines.
The Rocket Force is a special contingent to handle range 
of missiles in its military’s arsenal.
Several 10-wheeled mobile launch vehicles carrying the 
ballistic missiles were seen in the footage.

China envoy speaks to former soldier
China’s Ambassador to India Luo Zhaohui   called up a 
former Chinese soldier, who has been living in Madhya 
Pradesh since 1963. The conversation came days after 
the External Affairs Ministry said it was trying to “ascer-
tain” the details of the case of Wang Qi.
In his conversation, Ambassador Luo expressed sym-
pathy over the suffering Mr. Wang underwent over the 
years. “I instructed the Embassy to keep in touch with 
you, to know your ideas and provide assistance as much 
as possible, including the replacement of your passport,” 
the Ambassador said, according to a statement in Chi-
nese posted on the website of the Embassy in Delhi.
A rare bonhomie
Wang Qi was arrested in 1963, a year after he strayed 
into India during the India-China war.
He was imprisoned in 1969 and was shifted to Tirodi vil-
lage in Madhya Pradesh, where he married a local wom-
an and settled there ever since.
“In recent years, the Chinese Embassy to India had kept 
in touch with Wang Qi and made relentless effort to help 
him return to China, even pushing the Indian side on exit 
and entry procedures for him,” said Lu Kang, China’s 
Ministry of Foreign Affairs spokesperson,  .
His case had been known to the Chinese authorities who 
have been trying to deal with the case according to Mr. 
Wang’s will. “In 2013, the Embassy issued a 10-year Chi-
nese passport to him and provided living allowance for 
him every year since then,” the Chinese spokesperson 
said.
“We have been in contact with the Indian government re-
garding your visit to China. We also fully understand that 
you have relatives in China. In India, you have a wife, 
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children and grandchildren. Both countries have relatives 
who are part of family,” Mr. Luo said, adding that Wang 
has to make an appropriate and thoughtful choice.

Japan eases permanent visa norms to draw 
global talent
Japan is wooing foreign direct investment through a slew 
of measures such as an easier visa regime and lower 
corporate taxes, at a time when the proposed visa curbs 
and other protectionist measures by developed nations, 
including the U.S., continue to trouble Indian firms.
In a bid to attract global talent, from India and other na-
tions, Japan has said it will soon introduce a new Green 
Card programme —billed as the fastest such system in 
the world — and expedite the granting of permanent resi-
dency to highly skilled foreign professionals.
The new ‘Japanese Green Card for Highly Skilled For-
eign Professionals’ will substantially reduce the period 
of stay required — before highly skilled foreign profes-
sionals can apply for permanent residence — from the 
current five years to just one year in cases where the ap-
plicant secures the required points. Incidentally, there is 
a fall in native-born population in Japan, a country where 
foreign workers account for a minuscule 1-2% of its total 
workforce.
Time period cut
Shigeki Maeda, the Executive Vice President of the Ja-
pan External Trade Organisation (JETRO) said that the 
Japanese government is planning to reduce the time 
period of five years to 1-2 years provided the applicant 
meets the qualification norms.
JETRO is a Japanese government-related organisation 
working to promote trade and investment between Japan 
and the rest of the world.
Mr. Maeda said currently there is an “investment imbal-
ance” between Japan and India. The investments by Ja-
pan in India as at the end of 2015 were $14.1 billion, 
while investments from India into Japan were worth only 
$0.074 billion.
He also pointed out that FDI (2015 figures) from India to 
Singapore ($5.27 billion), to the U.S. ($3 billion) and to 
the U.K. ($779 million) were much more than to Japan 
(just $27 million).
He said Japan is looking to attract investments from In-
dian companies in sectors including IT/ITeS, pharmaceu-
ticals and tourism.
In a bid to send a message that Japan is open to the 
world, the Japanese government had also said it will 
make the Points-based System for highly skilled foreign 

professionals more user-friendly by revising require-
ments and promoting further awareness.
In the case of significant investors and human resources 
in growth fields such as IT and regenerative medicine, 
Japan is looking at expediting applications for permanent 
residence by highly skilled foreign professionals.
Agriculture reforms
To lure more investments, Japan is also opening up its 
electricity market and carrying out reforms in sectors such 
as medicine, medical equipment and agriculture, JETRO 
said in a presentation to promote investments into Japan.
Besides, there is a plan to reduce corporate real tax rate 
from 34.62% in 2014 to 29.74% in 2017. To address the 
issue of language barrier, Japanese laws and regulations 
will be translated into foreign languages.
The country is also planning to make infrastructure better 
for foreign residents. Referring to the increase in visitors 
from India to Japan from around 70,000 in 2012 to 1.23 
lakh in 2016, Mr. Maeda said there is huge scope for In-
dian companies in the tourism sector to open offices and 
make investments in Japan.
He said while Japan may not be among the easiest mar-
kets to gain entry and operate, joint ventures and col-
laborations with Japanese companies as well as hand-
holding from organisations like JETRO can help Indian 
companies.

New immigration order on the cards
Donald Trump has said he is considering signing a 
“brand-new” executive order on immigration, following 
the court ruling blocking his travel ban  .
The U.S. President said he was confident he would win 
the court battle over the hugely controversial executive 
order suspending the country’s refugee programme and 
barring citizens from seven Muslim-majority countries, 
and which is currently blocked.
He said the White House was also considering “a lot of 
other options, including just filing a brand new order”. 
Asked if he meant a new executive order, he said: “It very 
well could be. We need speed for reasons of security, so 
it very well could be.” Speaking onboard Air Force One 
on his way to Florida for the weekend, Mr. Trump said he 
could sign a fresh executive order as soon as Monday 
or Tuesday. Asked what revisions the new order would 
include, he said: “New security measures.” He said a new 
order would probably change “very little” from the first, 
according to the AP.
There was confusion about whether the administration 
intended to take the fight to the Supreme Court, following 
his setback in a San Francisco federal court.
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Despite the President claiming he would “win that [legal] battle” over the travel ban, a White House official told Reu-
ters the President had decided not to go to the Supreme Court.
‘Reviewing all options’
“The temporary restraining order, we would not take to the Supreme Court, but we are reviewing all options in the 
court system,” the official was quoted as saying.
Minutes later the Washington Post quoted White House chief of staff Reince Priebus as saying the administration was 
“reviewing all of our options in the court system” — including the Supreme Court. Separately, an unidentified judge on 
the ninth circuit   requested that the court consider reconsidering the travel ban case “en banc” — or by a full panel of 
11 judges. The court’s 25 judges will vote on the issue after both sides file briefs, which are due on 16 February. — (c) 
Guardian News & Media Ltd, 2017

UN calls for urgent meet over North Korea’s ballistic missile test
UN Secretary General Antonio Guterres   condemned North Korea’s latest ballistic missile test and called for a united 
international response to the “further troubling violation” of UN resolutions.
His statement came ahead of an urgent UN Security Council meeting called to discuss Sunday’s missile test — 
nuclear-armed North Korea’s first since U.S. President Donald Trump assumed office.
The North’s leader Kim Jong-Un “expressed great satisfaction over the possession of another powerful nuclear attack 
means which adds to the tremendous might of the country”, state news agency KCNA said  .

Russia, China condemn it
Mr. Guterres appealed “to the international community to continue to address this situation in a united manner”, in an 
apparent reference to the United States and China, Pyongyang’s ally.
Permanent UN Security Council members China and Russia joined a chorus of international criticism of the launch 
near the western city of Kusong. The council was to meet around 2200 GMT   following a request by the United 
States, Japan and South Korea.
China’s Foreign Ministry spokesman Geng Shuang said it opposes North Korean missile launches that violate UN 
resolutions.
Russia’s Foreign Ministry called the launch “a demonstration of contempt for UN Security Council resolutions”. — AFP
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The IT industry’s apex body Nasscom   said that a pro-
posed legislation in the U.S. to overhaul norms covering 
the H-1B and other work visas will prove to be a chal-
lenge for the Indian IT sector. The industry lobby also 
said that the bill could have loopholes that would nullify 
the objective of saving American jobs.
Nasscom was reacting to a bill introduced by Congress-
woman Zoe Lofgren, a California Democrat that seeks to 
double the minimum salary required to be paid to holders 
of H-1B visas to $130,000, in a bid to prevent recruiters 
from bringing in low-cost workers into the country.
The High-Skilled Integrity and Fairness Act of 2017 intro-
duced in the U.S. House of Representatives is aimed at 
creating more jobs for U.S.-based employees. Typically, 
the U.S. Congress debates the proposals in a bill before 
deciding to vote on it.
If that happens, the impact on Indian IT companies would 
be significant as a majority of H-1B applicants are Indian 
nationals and work for IT services companies.
“Since the rationale for the Administration...is to protect 
job opportunities for Americans, our strong suggestion is 
that they should carefully calibrate the conditions keep-
ing in mind the skill shortage in the U.S.,” said R. Chan-
drashekhar, President, Nasscom.
Recently, the trade body had said that it would take a 
delegation to the U.S. in February to reach out to the new 
administration.
The Ministry of External Affairs said   that India had been 
in touch with the U.S. on the visa law, indicating that the 
outreach had evoked little impact.
“India’s interests and concerns have been conveyed both 
to the U.S. administration and the U.S. Congress at sen-
ior levels,” said Vikas Swarup, spokesman at the Ministry 
of External Affairs.
“It is too early to see any impact and we are waiting now,” 
said Sanjiv Goenka, chairman of the RP Sanjiv Goenka 
group and Firstsource Solutions. Firstsource is among 
India’s largest BPO outfits offering services to the health-
care, telecom, media and banking and financial services 
sectors.

Keshav Murugesh, group CEO of WNS and chairperson, 
NASSCOM BPM council, said,“The new H-1B bill is not 
entirely unexpected and while probably settling at a little 
lower than $130,000, will encourage more onshore hir-
ing, as well as ensure hiring of talented global experts to 
work in the U.S.”

Shares of most IT majors plunged   following 
reports of the visa move.
The BSE Information Technology index was the worst hit 
among all sectoral indices.
Stocks battered
The index slumped 292.54 points, or 2.96%. The bench-
mark Sensex declined 193.60 points, or 0.7%, to close at 
27,655.96.
Sector heavyweight TCS lost 4.47%, or Rs. 104.30, to 
close at Rs. 2,229.90, while Tech Mahindra and HCL 
Technologies shed 4.23% and 3.67%, respectively. In-
fosys lost 2.01% to close at Rs. 929.30. Wipro also fell 
1.62% to Rs. 457.10.
IT training solutions providers including Aptech also re-
acted to the negative sentiment. While the firm lost 2.23% 
to close at Rs. 183.95, NIIT fell 3.44% to Rs. 409.70.
“We believe with the prevailing protectionist sentiment 
and newly imposed restrictions, the U.S. business eco-
system will see a sharp rise in on-shoring and near-shor-
ing arrangements,” Sanchit Gogia, CEO, Greyhound Re-
search, wrote in a research note.

‘India has to devise its own strategy on H-1B 
curbs’
Amid growing unease in India and the United States over 
legislation in the U.S. Congress advocating an increase 
in salaries of H-1B visa holders to discourage American 
firms from hiring them, and an anticipated executive or-
der from President Donald Trump, BJP general secretary 
Muralidhar Rao says India should “devise its own strat-
egy” rather than try to put pressure on the U.S. govern-
ment.
Mr. Rao, who earlier headed the RSS affiliate Swadeshi 
Jagaran Manch (SJM), told The Hindu that India had “lim-
ited influence on the Trump or any other U.S. administra-
tion”, which would always frame policy looking at its own 
interests.
“The United States is not framing any India-specific laws, 
and we may be able to influence it to a certain extent but 
not enough for the U.S. to change a certain course it has 

India and 
The World
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decided on,” he said.
Minimum wage
The High-Skilled Integrity and Fairness Act of 2017 in-
troduced by California Congressman Zoe Lofgren is the 
latest in a series of Bills that aim to restrict the number of 
H-1B visa holders.
The Bill advocates market-based allocation of visas to 
those companies willing to pay more than double the 
$60,000 fixed as minimum annual wage for H-1B holders 
in 1989, which have remained unchanged since.
The economic advantage of hiring low-salaried technol-
ogy workers from India and other countries, instead of 
locally comes under threat with this new Bill. President 
Trump is also expected to issue an executive order on 
H-1B restrictions soon.
Reflection of economy
“These moves by the U.S. are a reflection of what has 
been happening in the global economy in the past few 
years. Globalisation has been seeing a downward jour-
ney for some time. The economies of the U.S. and Eu-
ropean countries are facing a downturn. The growth that 
we want to register using their markets is not possible 
now,” he said.
Terming these views his own, and not attributing it either 
to the BJP or the government, Mr. Rao said Mr. Trump’s 
actions could be seen as a “catalyst” in the situation, and 
not as an “initiator” of protectionist moves.
“Wherever immigrants fill the American skill gap, they 
may still be unaffected, but, wherever there can be an 
American substitute, it will be different,” he said.
“We need to respond to this by devising our own strategy, 
and orient our industries to create more sustainable prof-
its,” the BJP leader said.

Uncertainty over U.S. nuclear plants for India
There is uncertainty surrounding the construction of U.S. 
nuclear reactors in India after Toshiba Corp decided to 
move out of the reactor building business. Officials said 
they were expecting some clarity in a month after Toshi-
ba’s Board meeting.
“We have not had anything on it officially. But what we 
read is that they will be completing the reactors that are 
under construction. We expect a decision after their Board 
meeting soon. Our discussion is going on. We don’t have 
a clear answer to this today, may be in a month,” Sekhar 
Basu, Secretary, Department of Atomic Energy (DAE), 
said.
Following the Indo-U.S. nuclear deal, India has been 
in discussion with Toshiba’s U.S.-based Westinghouse 

since 2005 to build six AP1000 nuclear reactors. After 
protracted negotiations and concerns on the nuclear li-
ability there were hopes that a deal would be concluded 
soon. Last week, it was reported that Toshiba was plan-
ning to withdraw from building nuclear plants in the U.K. 
and India. Toshiba had acquired the U.S.-based West-
inghouse, which specialises in nuclear reactors, in 2006.
Other officials said discussions were going on. The com-
pany’s offer on six reactors was very good, the officials 
said and hoped that the deal would continue.“Normally 
such big companies don’t shut down. We are hearing 
that someone will bankroll them — either the Japanese 
government or the Japanese Development Bank,” one 
official said.
The NPCIL. and Westinghouse had agreed to “work to-
wards finalising the arrangements by June 2017.
”

U.S. changes laws for easy transfer of arms to 
India
Recognising India’s status as a ‘Major Defence Partner,’ 
the U.S. has made changes in its export control laws that 
will benefit India by facilitating smoother transfer of tech-
nologies and arms.
The new rule that makes changes in the export control 
laws “creates a presumption of approval” for Indian firms 
seeking to import the Commerce Department-controlled 
military items, except weapons of mass destruction-re-
lated goods. Only in the rarest circumstances will India 
be denied licences, a source said. “I’m pleased to see 
India as a ‘Major Defence Partner’,” said Mukesh Aghi, 
president of USIBC. 

India to impart submarine training to 
Indonesia
India has agreed to impart submarine training to Indone-
sia as part of a bilateral effort to diversify defence coop-
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eration.
During Defence Secretary Mohan Kumar’s South East 
Asia visit, the two countries also agreed to cooperate in 
defence manufacturing and expand military to military co-
operation. Mr. Kumar visited Indonesia on January 17-18 
and Singapore on January 19.
India already trains Vietnamese sailors in operating Kilo 
class submarines and its pilots on Su-30 fighter aircraft, 
both Russian built platforms India operates in large num-
bers. This move also fits into India’s larger engagement 
with the region as part of its ‘Act East’ policy.
“On military to military ties, the present Army exercise 
has been expanded to a company level. The two sides 
have agreed to start Air Force exercises and also expand 
maritime cooperation, which includes Navy training in 
submarines and so on,” defence sources said  .
Sources observed that Indonesian defence industry had 
strengths in some areas and, like in India, is largely domi-
nated by Public Sector Undertakings. “We can do some 
components and sub-assemblies for them. They are also 
interested in some technologies,” sources said. Discus-
sions were under way.
Indonesian President Joko Widodo was in India in De-
cember last year and both sides had agreed to “conclude 
a substantive bilateral Defence Cooperation Agreement” 
and “explore collaboration between defence industries for 
joint product”ion of equipment with technology transfer.
”

‘India will bypass U.K. to deal with Europe’
Virendra Sharma has been the MP for the London con-
stituency of Ealing Southall since 2007, and a vocal cam-
paigner for the U.K. remaining in the EU. Last week, he 
was one of the 47 Labour MPs who rebelled against the 
party line to oppose the Brexit legislation. He spoke to 
The Hindu about his stance on Brexit and the impact that 
the referendum has had on his constituency, which is 
30% of Indian origin. Sixty-five per cent of his constitu-
ents voted to remain in Europe in last year’s referendum.
Can you give us a sense of how the Indian community 
voted in your constituency?
It’s very interesting when you look at the voting pattern, 
we can assume large numbers voted for Brexit. In the 
wards where a very high percentage of the population 
was white, the gap between Remain and Brexit was 
huge, but if you go towards Southall, the gap is much 
smaller. So my assumption is that there are many who 
voted for Brexit. I didn’t come across many on the door-
step, though.
What was the impact on voters of the promise made by 

some that leaving the EU would give the government 
flexibility to ease up on rules for Commonwealth coun-
tries such as India?
This was wrong information provided by the Leave cam-
paign. Ordinary people did get the sense [from them] 
that if immigration from Europe was stopped, an easier 
immigration regime for South Asia would happen — and 
because we are a big diaspora here, we will have influ-
ence. That is the picture that was portrayed to them, 
but it was not true, and since then, there has been no 
move to relax it. We can argue from some of the changes 
they’ve brought in that it’s going to be more harsh. The 
way Prime Minister Theresa May responded to questions 
in India indicates very clearly that she is not prepared to 
give any flexibility to people from the Indian subcontinent, 
but in fact the other way around.
Why do you think those who voted to remain chose to 
do so?
The most important reason is that the majorities don’t see 
India as their destination any more — as was the case 
when I came here. For the third or fourth generation, their 
best opportunities lie in Europe, the languages, the cul-
ture, the environment, and the connections. The Asian 
youth voted to remain for the economic and social op-
portunities Europe provided.
Has it resulted in any divisions within the local commu-
nity?
You don’t get the “active” divisions — on the streets — 
that you might get elsewhere. It depends on the profes-
sion. If you are a builder working on a building site, Indi-
ans are competing with eastern Europeans for work, and 
even in other areas, waiters and waitresses. So there are 
no very obvious divisions, but tensions exist, though they 
were there even before Brexit.
What will Brexit mean for the constituents of Southall?
To start with, prices will go up, household budgets will 
suffer — its already happening — even setting aside the 
larger picture. My constituency is mainly a working class 
community and it will make a huge difference even if pric-
es go up by a small amount, it will make a huge dent in 
their income.
What in your view will the impact on India-U.K. relations 
be?
While India will want to help, the way development is tak-
ing place there, the way they want to open the country for 
business and investment, I think they will bypass Britain 
to deal with Europe. The relationship we have had is his-
torical but now it’s more about business, we are not talk-
ing about the emotional link.
You opposed Brexit from the start, and you continue to 
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oppose the Brexit legislation. Why?
I feel that in the political field you shouldn’t always have 
to compromise... . Leaving will entail penalties; it will be 
an expensive business. I was convinced before this be-
gan and no one has convinced me there is another way.

Hope stand on Masood Azhar won’t affect 
ties with India: China
China   expressed hope that its decision to place a ‘tech-
nical hold’ on designating Masood Azhar an international 
terrorist will not have a negative impact on Sino-Indian 
ties.
In response to a question on the possible adverse fall-
out of China’s decision on bilateral ties, Chinese Foreign 
Ministry spokesperson Lu Kang said China and India 
have been consulting each other.
“We don’t hope this will have a negative impact on our 
relationship.”
He added: “We put it (Azhar’s listing) on technical hold 
after we had several times of consultations with India. We 
hope relevant parties have enough time to consult with 
each other to make sure that the decision made by the 
committee will be a consensus representing the broad 
international community.”
In New Delhi, Ministry of External Affairs spokesman Vi-
kas Swarup, said India was in contact with the Chinese 
authorities regarding the Azhar issue. “We have been 
informed of this development and the matter has been 
taken up with the Chinese government,” Mr. Swarup said.
Unlike previous occasions, following the Pathankot air-
base attack last January, when India had sought the 
intervention of UN Security Council’s 1267 committee, 
the initiative for seeking an international ban on Azhar 
last month was taken by the U.S., backed by Britain and 
France.
Consensus lacking
However, the spokesperson signalled that the identity of 
the country that proposed the request was not relevant. 
“I would like to point out that the committee has its own 
set of discussion rules so whoever submitted the request, 
we believe all the members of the committee will act in 
line with the regulations of the Security Council and its 
affiliations.”
Mr. Lu reiterated that China had decided to place a “tech-
nical hold” on Azhar’s listing because a consensus on 
that decision among the member countries had not been 
achieved.

Asked if a consensus among member countries could be 
reached prior to the committee’s next meeting later this 
year, Mr. Lu stressed that it would not be possible to fix 
a timeline.

India rejects report of U.S. faith panel
India   rejected criticism from the U.S. Commission on 
International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) that religious 
minorities in the country continued to face vigilantism and 
constitutional challenges. At the weekly briefing, External 
Affairs Ministry spokesperson Vikas Swarup said the US-
CIRF had no locus standi to assess religious freedom in 
India.
“We had rejected the U.S. Commission on International 
Religious Freedom’s Annual Reports in the past as well. 
We have serious doubts on their credibility,” Mr. Swarup 
said.
Vigilante violence
In the report titled “Constitutional and Legal Challenges 
Faced by Religious Minorities in India” made available 
online, the USCIRF cited the killing of Mohammed Akhlaq 
in September 2015 over beef eating, and said such vio-
lence, often inflicted by Hindu right-wing groups, had 
curtailed religious freedom for minority groups in India. 
It further criticised the Indian Constitution for giving fa-
vourable treatment to the majority Hindu community and 
curtailing the unique identity of the minority groups.
“Radical right-wing Hindu groups have started their own 
gangs, known as Gau Raksha Dal (Cow Protection 
Front), across India. They ... attack people transporting 
cattle or possessing, consuming, or selling beef,” the re-
port said. Questioning the authority of the report, the Min-
istry said the government did not see the locus standi of 
the USCIRF to pronounce on the state of Indian citizens’ 
constitutionally protected rights.

India in talks with U.S. on H-1B issue, says 
Prasad
Electronics and Information Technology Minister Ravi 
Shankar Prasad   said the government is in talks with the 
Trump administration on the H-1B visa issue and is hope-
ful of finding a solution soon.
“Indian IT industry has raised some concerns. We’re co-
ordinating with the Ministry of External Affairs, which, in 
turn, is in touch with their counterpart in the U.S. on the 
visa issue,” the minister said. Ministry officials are in talks 
with the industry, he said. He also spoke to IT veteran Mr. 
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N.R. Narayana Murthy, besides industry body Nasscom, 
on the issue.
The comments come a day after Commerce and Indus-
try Minister Nirmala Sitharaman met top government 
officials, including IT Secretary Aruna Sundararajan, 
Telecom Secretary J.S. Deepak and NITI Aayog CEO 
Amitabh Kant.Representatives from Nasscom, the CII 
and FICCI also attended.
“In the meeting, some people mentioned the current issue 
such as increase in visa fees etc, while others flagged the 
general trend that there is increasing protectionism... and 
what should be India’s strategic response in such a sce-
nario,” Ms. Sundararajan said.
India should have a coherent response, she added.
Asked about Apple, which is looking to manufacture in 
India, Ms. Sundararajan said that the firm had asked for 
a favourable duty regime so as to profitably manufacture 
in India. “Exactly how favourable it should be, needs to 
be seen,” is according to her.
On the sale of refurbished handsets, she added that as 
long as Apple exported these handsets from India, the 
government did not have an issue.

Taiwan for upgrading diplomatic ties
Taiwan is likely to urge India to upgrade diplomatic ties in 
the coming weeks. Taiwanese sources said the request 
will be communicated to Indian interlocutors   and Tues-
day by a high-level Taiwanese parliamentary delegation 
which arrived in the capital.
“The visit of senior members of parliament and business 
leaders is an indicator of the government of President 
Tsai Ing-Wen and the new Southbound policy of Taiwan 
which is aimed at reviving Taiwan’s ties with Southeast 
Asia and India,” said a senior Taiwanese diplomat who in-
formed that since the swearing-in of Donald Trump as the 
U.S. president, several countries including Japan have 
decided to upgrade ties with Taiwan.
The delegation met the local Taiwanese community in 
the capital at a gala dinner, which was attended by rep-
resentatives of major Taiwanese electronic companies, 
think tank professionals and policy makers. The delega-
tion is led by Kuan bi-Ling, president of the Taiwan India 
Parliamentary Association and a leading woman MP of 
the ruling Democratic Progressive Party. She is accom-
panied by members of parliament, Chen Man-Li and Wu 
Yu-Chin.
President Trump’s phone conversation with President 
Tsai in December had triggered a diplomatic row, with 
Beijing calling upon the Trump administration to adhere 

to the “one China” policy. However, Taiwanese officials 
pointed out that India too had in the past demanded re-
spect of Indian sovereignty from Beijing.

Anil Ambani firm to service U.S. navy ships
The U.S. Seventh Fleet looks after the Western Pacif-
ic and Indian Ocean. The vessels will be serviced and 
repaired from the Reliance Defence owned shipyard in 
Pipavav in Gujarat.
The Pipavav shipyard was qualified and approved to per-
form complex repair and alteration services for the US 
Navy last month after a detailed site survey conducted by 
the US government representatives in October last year.
In 2015, the Anil Ambani-led Reliance Group took over 
Pipavav Defence, a private shipyard in Gujarat, after get-
ting necessary approvals from various regulators and 
other government agencies.

Set up in 1997 by Nikhil Gandhi-promoted Sea King In-
frastructure Ltd, Pipavav Shipyard was in 2010 allowed 
to build strategic and defence vessels. Its name was 
changed to Pipavav Defence and Offshore Engineering 
Co. Ltd to emphasize its focus on defence shipbuilding 
and offshore activities.
According to Reliance the deal is likely to generate Rs. 
10,000 crore in revenues in the next five years.

India to join Moscow meet on Afghanistan
India is among six nations participating in a conference 
on Afghanistan’s future in Moscow, two months after 
Russia hosted a similar conference with only China and 
Pakistan. After India and particularly Afghanistan object-
ed to being cut out of the discussion, Moscow agreed to 
expand its ambit, announcing a six-nation conference of 
Russia, India, Iran, Pakistan, China and Afghanistan.
New Delhi marginalised
Sources confirmed to The Hindu that the issue of exclu-
sion was raised by Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar dur-
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ing his talks with the Russian delegation at the Heart of 
Asia conference in Amritsar in early December last year.
“India has always believed in close and constructive 
cooperation for peace, stability, security and develop-
ment in Afghanistan. To this end we actively participate 
in several bilateral and multilateral consultations,” MEA 
spokesperson Vikas Swarup said, explaining the Indian 
decision to join the consultations despite not being in-
cluded in the earlier round on December 27. Experts say 
that the invitation may not however, smooth over seri-
ous differences between New Delhi and Moscow over the 
past few months on their moves in the region.
To begin with, India is increasingly uncomfortable with 
Russia’s overtures to Pakistan on defence issues. Sig-
nificantly, Russia did not join the U.S., U.K. and France 
in sponsoring a resolution against Jaish chief Masood 
Azhar at the U.N. sanctions committee last month, a res-
olution which China then put a hold on.
Russia has been seen as favouring a softer line on the 
Taliban as a counter to the spread of Islamic State (IS) in 
Afghanistan; Russia and China have also been coordi-
nating to demand the delisting of senior Taliban leaders 
designated as terrorists by the U.N. sanctions committee.

‘Sweden has U.S. nod to sell Gripen jets to 
India’
Sweden has an initial clearance from the U.S. for selling 
its Gripen fighter to India with American engines, said Jan 
Salestrand, State Secretary in the Swedish Ministry of 
Defence.
He was talking to a select group of journalists   at Aero 
India here.
 , Defence Minister Manohar Parrikar had stated that 
foreign companies competing for deals under ‘Make in 
India’ drive need to get clearances from respective Gov-
ernments to set up manufacturing facilities in India.
Mr. Salestrand said Sweden and the U.S. had a “State-
ment on Intent” signed by former U.S. Defence Secre-
tary Ashton Carter and his Swedish counterpart Peter 
Hultqvist which guided the defence cooperation for equip-
ment containing U.S. components. “All defence deals in 
Sweden need a licence from the Government. Here we 
need licence from the U.S., we buy it from them. It is a 
routine thing. We do not foresee any issues.”

Taiwan team not political, says India

“The reason why China lodged the representation is be-
cause that we have been requiring countries that have 
diplomatic relations with China to fulfil their commitment 
to the ‘One China policy,” he said.
Tougher criticism of the Taiwanese visit came from the 
government-backed publication Global Times which de-
scribed India as a “provocateur.”
“Some Indians view the Taiwan question as an Achilles’ 
heel of the mainland. They have long wanted to use the 
Taiwan question and the South China Sea and Dalai 
Lama issues as bargaining chips in dealing with China,” 
said Global Timesand added: “By challenging China over 
the Taiwan question, India is playing with fire.”
The newspaper said India’s position of hosting the del-
egation goes against the policy of U.S.President Donald 
Trump who has also indicated his willingness to support 
the One China policy.
The Hindu had earlier reported that leader of the delega-
tion Kuan Bi Ling had emphasised that Taiwan’s freedom 
and sovereignty is a reality in international affairs and 
said: “Taiwan has been a de facto and fully independent 
country from the very beginning. Some countries may not 
recognise Taiwan’s independence but that has no impact 
on our sovereignty and freedom.”
Mr. Geng pointed out that the Indian side “has made a 
commitment on the Taiwan-related issues.”

India, Afghanistan take a hard line on 
Taliban at Moscow conference
India and Afghanistan took a hard line at the six-nation 
talks in Moscow  , opposing the dominant view from Rus-
sia, China and Pakistan to involve the Taliban in reconcili-
ation efforts.
Briefing the media about the outcome of the talks that 
were held between senior officials of all the countries, 
that also included Iran, External Affairs spokesperson 
Vikas Swarup said that denying “safe havens or sanc-
tuaries to any terrorist group or individual in countries of 
our region,” was essential to stabilising the situation in 
Afghanistan.
Reconciliation efforts must be driven by the Afghanistan 
government and could only be facilitated by “friends and 
well wishers of Afghanistan,” he said, indicating that 
the previous round of QCG (Quadrilateral Cooperation 
Group) hosted by Pakistan was not acceptable.
‘Key challenge’
Without naming Pakistan, Afghanistan’s representative at 
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the talks, M. Ashraf Haidari, who is the Director General 
of Policy and Strategy in the MFA, said that it was neces-
sary to “effect a change in the behaviour of certain state 
actors” in order to end the violence that has reached re-
cord levels in the last year.
Referring to Pakistan’s stand on “good/bad Taliban” ech-
oed by officials in Moscow, and the talks between China 
and Taliban officials last year, he said: “The key challenge 
to the process remains a policy selectivity by some to dis-
tinguish between good and bad terrorists, even though 
terrorism is a common threat that confronts the whole 
region, where if one of us doesn’t stand firm against it, 
others’ counter-terrorism efforts will not bear the results 
we all seek.”
Another point of contention that emerged was over the 
composition of the talks hosted by Russia. Afghanistan 
made a strong pitch for the United States to be included 
as one of its most important partners. It said it was a nec-
essary part of all processes to “end war and usher in sus-
tainable peace in Afghanistan”.
With U.S. troop levels down to their lowest of about 8,400 
at the end of President Obama’s tenure, Afghanistan’s 
government has been hoping President Trump will in-
crease assistance to the country.
However, in its final statement at the end of the confer-
ence, the Russian government said it proposed to extend 
the conference to Central Asian states, and didn’t men-
tion the United States.
 

India not in race with China in Africa 
outreach: Ansari
Vice-President Hamid Ansari   differentiated between the 
relationship India and China have with Africa, en route 
Rwanda and Uganda on a four-day visit.
Speaking at a press conference on board the special 
aircraft, he stressed that a combined 12 visits to the 
continent by President Pranab Mukherjee, Prime Min-
ister Narendra Modi and he, as part of India’s outreach 
to strengthen relations between India and the African 
states since 2015 (following the India-Africa Summit in 
New Delhi), showed stylistically different ties from those 
of other countries, including China.
“We are not in competition with China or anybody else 
as far as our development cooperation with foreign coun-
tries especially Africa is concerned. They have their own 
style of work; they have their own capacities, which are 
different from us. We have left it to our development part-
ners in Africa, and they decide where they want to use 
Indian knowledge and expertise. Once they do that, then 

we transform it into concrete projects of assistance. Of 
course, we have financial constraints that go without say-
ing but, the experience so far has been satisfactory,” he 
said.

To boost interaction
He said that his visit to the countries was “part of the con-
scious effort of the [Indian] government to strengthen our 
interaction with the countries of the African continent”.
“Today’s and day after tomorrow’s visit is part of that ef-
fort, because so far, central African states have not been 
touched,” he said. “The basic thing we play is to offer 
developmental assistance. The road that these countries 
have travelled is the road that we have travelled many 
many years ago. There is something that we can share 
with them. They look forward to it, to benefit from our 
experience and there are various areas of expertise in 
which Indian minds and Indian innovation can be of ben-
efit to them,” he said.
On his arrival in Rwanda, Mr. Ansari was received at the 
Kigali International Airport by President of the Senate 
Bernard Makuza.

An Indian challenge to China in space?
China is clinically analysing the successful and cost-ef-
fective launch of 104 satellites in one-go by the Indian 
Space Research Organisation, as well as the outcome of 
the Aero-India show, with some media reports acknowl-
edging that New Delhi may out-compete Beijing in the 
commercial space-launch business.
An op-ed in the Global Times   highlighted that India’s 
record-breaking satellite launch could serve as a “wake-
up call” for China’s commercial space industry.
The article diagnosed China’s inability to access compo-
nents and parts from the U.S. as part of the problem. 
Consequently, China had to step up independent re-
search and indigenous manufacturing in order to bypass 
the U.S. restrictions. China also has to cut costs, as it is 
likely to target price-sensitive customers in the develop-
ing countries.
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On the contrary, of the 104 satellites that were launched, 
96 belonged to the U.S. “The South Asian nation’s 
achievements are largely driven by its low-price advan-
tage, a weak point for China’s commercial space sector,” 
the article observed.
It added: “Competition with India for commercial space 
launches may be inevitable, and the most urgent action 
needed for China to expand its market share is to reduce 
the cost of putting satellites into orbit.”
Separately, the website, Chinamil.com.cn, affiliated with 
the People’s Liberation Army (PLA), noted that the Indian 
aviation industry was also undergoing a rapid transition, 
focusing on military exports, and technologically upgrad-
ing itself through joint ventures.
Aero-India show
Commenting on the Aero-India show that concluded in 
Bangalore last week, the website said: “We observed that 
this year’s Aero India kept a very low profile in arms pur-
chase and Indian Defence Ministry didn’t sign any official 
agreement with foreign arms dealers.”
On the contrary, Indian arms dealers leveraged the ex-
hibition to tap the overseas defence market. “The Astra 
air-to-air missile, Pinaka multi-barrel rocket launcher and 
Rustom UAV independently developed by India were 
popular among foreign clients,” it observed. The write-
up noted that India has also made progress on aircraft 
and vessel technology transfer. It quoted S. Christopher, 
head of the Defence Research and Development organi-
sation, as saying that India would export advanced light 
torpedo worth $21 million, which also involves transfer of 
technology. The article pointed out that India’s Reliance 
Defence has signed an agreement with the U.S. Navy on 
vessel repair and retrofitting services.
The pursuit of joint ventures has improved the quality of 
Indian military equipment. During the show, India’s Kaly-
ani Strategic Systems Ltd has signed an agreement with 
Israel Aerospace Industries. The two sides will work to-
gether on the Barak-8 air-defence missile.

India, Rwanda sign aviation, visa deals
India and Rwanda have concluded a bilateral air services 
agreement enabling direct flights between the two coun-
tries. This is among the three Memorandums of Under-
standing (MoU) concluded between the two countries 
during Vice-President Hamid Ansari’s visit to Rwanda. It 
was, in the words of Secretary in the Ministry of External 
Affairs Amar Sinha, a visit from which India too learnt a 
lot.
Rwanda’s Prime Minister Anastase Murekezi and Mr. An-

sari witnessed the signing of the MoU by Mr. Sinha and 
Dr. Alexis Nzahabwanimana, Minister of State for Trans-
port in the Rwandan government. “With direct flights be-
tween the two countries, we expect our exchanges to be 
more fruitful,” said Mr. Murekezi.
Rwandan Airways is to begin direct flights between Kigali 
and Mumbai in April.
The other two MoUs pertained to the setting up of an en-
trepreneurial development centre in Rwanda and exemp-
tion of visa for entry of diplomatic and official passports.
The agreements were signed in the presence of a large 
business delegation from India at the newly constituted 
India-Rwanda Business Forum organised by FICCI and 
the Rwandan government.
Briefing the media at the conclusion of the visit, Mr. Sinha 
said while there was much to discuss what the Rwandan 
government wanted from India — including the desire 
of many pharmaceutical companies to open shop in the 
country and to have Bollywood films shoot in Kigali — 
Vice-President Ansari too had several questions on the 
many Rwandan initiatives.
“The Rwandan government wants to encourage tourism. 
With the air services agreement that should happen. But 
they also want Bollywood films to shoot here, because 
they have noticed how tourism to New Zealand picked 
up after Bollywood started shooting films there,” said Mr. 
Sinha.
He said Mr. Ansari had many questions about Presi-
dent Paul Kagame’s governance model that had helped 
Rwanda to become one of the cleanest, most well-run 
states in the region.
“It’s a visit where we too had a lot to learn... the recon-
ciliation of various groups, to be conscious of a colonial 
policy of divide and rule and to try and overcome it, and 
how they are overcoming ethnic majoritiarianism by con-
centrating on a shared linguistic and cultural heritage.”

‘
Workers’ mobility issue is key to U.K.-India 
FTA’
Resolving the issue of workers’ mobility would be “key” 
to a post-Brexit free trade agreement, said Y.K. Sinha, 
India’s High Commissioner to the United Kingdom.
Speaking at an event on opportunities for post-Brexit col-
laboration between the two countries, he said that while 
negotiating a bilateral trade agreement would potentially 
be easier than one with the entire block, for India, it was 
essential to ensure that its professionals, particularly 
in the financial services sector and IT services sectors, 
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were able to visit and return freely. “For India, mobility is 
key.”
“The EU and India have been negotiating a free trade 
agreement since 1997, but we didn’t make headway for 
various reasons,” he said, adding that among them were 
issues that Britain had with the draft agreement.
“When you are negotiating with a large grouping there 
are other interests you have to keep in mind. However, 
when you are negotiating a bilateral deal, it makes it eas-
ier,” Mr. Sinha said, pointing to a joint working group that 
had been set up last year.
Enabling free movement of workers would benefit both 
Britain and India, he said. “They contribute immensely 
to the economy they live in and when they go back they 
contribute immensely to India.”
The event, organised by FICCI and the University of East 
Anglia, is the latest in a number of discussions taking 
place around the potential of the relationship. Britain is 
eager to negotiate an FTA with India. During a visit to In-
dia last November, Prime Minister Theresa May stressed 
her eagerness to secure such a deal.
‘Uncertain situation’
“We are confronted with an uncertain situation,” Mr. Sin-
ha said. “Whatever scenario emerges, we need to be 
prepared and it’s important for us to see how we can lev-
erage the situation to our advantage. Of course, trade is 
good but we haven’t tapped its potential.” He pointed to a 
Commonwealth study published last year that estimated 
a 25% boost to U.K.-India trade should a post-Brexit FTA 
be implemented.
While bilateral trade could see a boost, in the short term, 
the Brexit uncertainty is likely to hit Indian investment 
into the U.K., said Dr. Didar Singh, Secretary General of 
FICCI.

Kashmir an internal affair: EU team
Human rights ‘violations’ in Jammu and Kashmir must 
be resolved internally in India, says a visiting delegation 
of Members of European Parliament, accepting that the 
conflict in the State is an internal Indian matter.
“The reports of breaches of human rights in Jammu and 
Kashmir have to be settled through Indian institutions. 
The conflict is a very sensitive issue, we know sensitive it 
is. Delegations of MEPs visited both sides of Kashmir in 
2003-04. This has to be settled through domestic Indian 
institutions,” said David McAllister, Chair of the Commit-
tee on Foreign Affairs of the EU Parliament, clearly ruling 
out the need to “internationalise” the Kashmir issue.

Mr. McAllister was responding to a question from The 
Hindu about a previous visit this week of MEPs, who had 
warned that human rights agencies were trying to “rake 
up” the Kashmir issue in the European Parliament.
Visa denial
However, while giving India its full support on the human 
rights issue, the delegation, however, will take up two 
other thorny issues: India’s denial of a visa to a mem-
ber of their delegation, and recent Home Ministry action 
against NGOs in India.
“As far as the case of our colleague from the U.K. is 
concerned — Amjad Bashir — he hasn’t been granted 
a visa on time … I will of course, also address this issue 
[with the officials we meet],” Mr. McAllister said, ahead of 
meetings with National Security Adviser Ajit Doval, Min-
ister of State for External Affairs V.K. Singh and others  .
The External Affairs Ministry refused to comment on the 
diplomatic incident caused by the visa denial.
Mr. Bashir, a British MEP of Pakistani origin, had report-
edly taken a strident position on violence in Jammu and 
Kashmir, calling it a “stain” on India’s “record achieve-
ments” in other spheres, when the EU Foreign Affairs 
Committee met the Indian Ambassador to the EU in Brus-
sels, Manjeev Puri, on February 9.
In a heated exchange Mr. Puri told Mr. Bashir and an-
other member of Pakistani origin, “My suggestion to you 
would be to tell the country of your birth to stop foment-
ing terror, stop being an epicentre of global terrorism and 
stop trying to export it across,” agencies reported.
EU officials confirmed that Mr. Bashir was due to travel 
with them, but that the Indian High Commission in Lon-
don had not issued him the papers.
“If I have been banned because of sincerely-held beliefs 
that is regrettable and counter-productive. Surely the way 
to solve the long-running problem of Jammu and Kashmir 
is to have open dialogue and allow a diversity of views 
— not to ban dissenters from entering the country,” Mr. 
Bashir was quoted telling Pakistan’s The News .
Restrictions on NGOs
On the issue of NGOs operating in India, the EU delega-
tion said it was concerned about strictures on funding 
and the functioning of rights organisations, that had also 
been brought to the EU parliament’s notice.
“Human rights are universal, and we don’t understand 
why the government wants to block the activities of or-
ganisations dealing with human rights. The only restric-
tion can be blocking terror organisations. But when it’s 
about women’s rights, children’s rights, it’s very impor-
tant to explain this approach,” said Cristian Dan Preda, 
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MEP, said adding that European governments had fund-
ed some of those organisations, and they would discuss 
this with Minister of Women and Child Welfare Maneka 
Gandhi.
Mr. Preda is the head of a committee preparing a com-
prehensive report on political relations between India and 
the EU, building off their strategic partnership launched 
in 2004, including the issue of human rights, which the 
members said were an “integral part” of the EU’s foreign 
relations. Officials said they had also discussed “security 
cooperation and counter-terrorism issues” in New Delhi.

India, Israel to develop missile for Army
Ahead of the first visit of an Indian Prime Minister to Is-
rael later this year, India has approved a deal to develop 
jointly a medium range surface-to-air missile (MR-SAM) 
system for the Army in a Rs. 17,000-crore deal.
This is the latest in a series of other variants of SAM sys-
tems for the Navy and the Air Force being jointly devel-
oped with Israeli help under deals estimated at billions of 
dollars.
Joint development
The Cabinet Committee on Security (CCS), headed by 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, which met, gave the go-
ahead for the deal to be executed by the Defence Re-
search and Development Organisation (DRDO) and Is-
rael Aerospace Industries. (IAI). A source said Mr. Modi 
is likely to visit Israel in June, and preparations were cur-
rently under way in both countries.
The deal is for five regiments of the missile, which con-
sists of 40 units and 200 missiles. It has a range of 50-70 
km.
“The system will be based on the older Barak system of 
Israel, which is in use in India. It is being changed as per 
requirements,” a defence source said  .
The systems will be manufactured in India and would 
have an 80% indigenous content.
The DRDO would play a crucial role in developing the 
target homing system. Deliveries would begin in 2023, a 
source said.
The two countries are also in an advanced stage of nego-
tiations for the purchase of two more long-range Phalcon 
Airborne Warning And Control System (AWACS). The 
CCS had approved the deal for additional AWACS last 
year expected at a cost of Rs. 7,500 crore.
Russian partnership
India currently operates three Phalcon AWACS Israeli ra-
dars mounted on Russian IL-76 transport aircraft, under 
a $1-billion tripartite deal with Russia, signed in 2003.

Russian officials said at the recent Aero India that India 
had already ordered two IL-76 aircraft to be converted to 
AWACS. Officials said they were hopeful of a deal during 
Mr. Modi’s visit, and added that discussions were under 
way for additional long-range drones. India and Israel 
have stepped up their defence relations since Mr. Modi 
came to power.

‘Legally vetted’ pact on services tabled at 
WTO
India   said it has submitted to the World Trade Organi-
sation (WTO) a legally vetted proposal on a global ser-
vices pact that among other things, aims to ease norms 
for movement of skilled workers across borders for short-
term work.
The proposal for a Trade Facilitation in Services (TFS) 
Agreement will be taken up by an expert committee at 
the WTO headquarters in Geneva during March 14-17, 
following which it will be put up for discussion among all 
the WTO members, commerce minister Nirmala Sithara-
man said.
Ms. Sitharaman said: “We have submitted the legally vet-
ted paper (on TFS) in Geneva. Till March 17, only the 
Council for Trade in Services members will be privy to it. 
After that we will take it up for discussion with all the WTO 
member countries to build awareness.”
According to official sources, the proposed pact also aims 
to ensure portability of social security contributions, a sin-
gle window mechanism for foreign investment approvals 
and cross-border insurance coverage to boost medical 
tourism. In October 2016, India had tabled a concept 
note on the proposed TFS at the WTO and followed it up 
with a paper on its possible elements in November 2016, 
Ms. Sitharaman said. The TFS proposal is on the lines 
of the Trade Facilitation Agreement (TFA) in Goods. Ac-
cording to India, the proposed TFS pact is also about ‘fa-
cilitation’ – that is “making market access ‘effective’ and 
commercially meaningful and not about ‘new’ (or greater) 
market access.”
Meanwhile, the TFA in Goods — adopted by the WTO 
Members in 2014 — entered into force  .
According to the WTO Director General Roberto Azevê-
do, the TFA in Goods aims to streamline, simplify and 
standardise customs procedures. By doing so, it will help 
to cut trade costs around the world, he said in a state-
ment.
TFA in goods
“By 2030 the (TFA in Goods) Agreement could add 2.7% 
points per year to world trade growth and more than half 
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a percentage point per year to world GDP growth. This 
impact would be greater than the elimination of all exist-
ing tariffs around the world,” he said. India has already 
ratified the TFA in Goods.
Ms. Sitharaman said: “It will lead to effective functioning 
of ports and reduce transaction costs. Logistics will im-
prove, goods will move faster. Besides, since all the ports 
will be connected electronically, we will have export and 
import data on a real time basis.”

Delhi allows Dhaka use of border roads
“The BGB will be criss-crossing over 100 km of road dis-
tance in India to ferry construction material from Bang-
ladesh to Chittagong area. There are no roads here and 
since India has a good road network, they will use it,” said 
a senior BSF official.
The proposal was first mooted during the annual Home 
Secretary-level talks last year. A 19-member Indian dele-
gation, mainly comprising BSF officials, which concluded 
its Dhaka visit last week informed the BGB that the pro-
posal had been approved. While six BOPs would come 
across the Tripura border, another seven would be along 
the Mizoram border.
“The proposal has initially been accepted for a year and if 
the need arises then the time-frame might be extended,” 
said the official.
During talks in Dhaka last week, the BSF is learnt to have 
handed over a list of 21 insurgent camps. But the latter 
denied the presence of any such camp.
A press statement issued by the BSF after the meet said: 
“DG BSF sought further cooperation from BGB for de-
struction of reported hideouts of Indian Insurgent Groups 
in Bangladesh and safe release of Indian Nationals 
whenever abducted by the insurgents. DG BGB stated 
that there are no insurgent camps/ hideout in Bangladesh 
and that it does not allow her soil to be used by any entity 
or element hostile to any country.”

India to fill gaps in aerial vigilance
With Pakistan and China rapidly modernising their air 
forces, India has intensified efforts to fill the gaps in its 
aerial surveillance.
After handing over the first indigenously developed air-
borne early warning and control system, Netra, to the 
Indian Air Force at Aero India last week, the Defence Re-
search and Development Organisation has set its sights 
on a much larger and more capable system.
India is also in negotiations with Israel to buy two more 
Phalcon Airborne Warning And Control System (AWACS) 

mounted on Russian IL-76 aircraft to add to the three 
systems in service. Officials are hopeful of concluding the 
deal before Prime Minister Narendra Modi visits Tel Aviv 
possibly in June.
Addressing journalists after handing over the first sys-
tem, Defence Minister Manohar Parrikar said the gaps in 
AWACS were being corrected. Various programmes were 
being pursued simultaneously. “We have improved the 
serviceability of our AWACS by purchasing the shortfalls 
through emergency powers, so their availability is better,” 
he said referring to the recent emergency purchases of 
spares by the IAF for its platforms. The DRDO has The 
DRDO has planned to develop a long-range AWACS with 
a 360-degree coverage akin to the Phalcon. He said it 
would take six years to get the system “totally functional”.
The DRDO plans to develop two AWACS at first and then 
another four. “As the AWACS is much heavier, it needs a 
bigger aircraft. They would be based on an Airbus A-330. 
It has already been short-listed through a global pro-
cess...,” Mr. Parrikar had said. The proposal is awaiting 
approval from the Cabinet Committee on Security head-
ed by Prime Minister Narendra Modi.
G. Sateesh Reddy, Scientific Adviser to the Defence Min-
ister, said this created the technological base for elec-
tronic warfare in the country. “From now on, we are going 
to make more advanced systems with a longer range of 
400 km and better coverage. The step after that is minia-
turisation,” he told The Hindu.
The Netra AEW&C system would join the three Phal-
con A-50 long-range AWACS mounted on Russian IL-76 
transport aircraft. These aerial radars, called eye-in-the-
sky, are game-changers in warfare. The Netra AEW&C 
system has indigenous radar mounted on the Embraer 
Emb-145 aircraft and three systems are being devel-
oped. The system handed over is in the initial operational 
configuration (IOC).
Carry out tests
The DRDO will carry out an advanced testing of the sys-
tems and avionics on the Netra and the final operational 
configuration is expected to be achieved by June. By 
then, the second system will also be ready.
The present system gives a 240-degree coverage of air-
space. The three aircraft would be based at Bhatinda fac-
ing the western border. The Emb-145 also has air-to-air 
refuelling capability for longer surveillance time. This ca-
pacity will be tested and certified in the next few months. 
India had made similar attempts in the past, which end-
ed tragically. The DRDO began a project in the 1980s 
to build an AWACS, later renamed Project Airawat, but it 
was cancelled after a prototype crashed in 1999, killing 
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all eight persons on board.

India, China look for common ground
To that end, the strategic dialogue was divided into five different “sub-groups,” including Afghanistan, Nuclear issues, 
United Nations including the 1267 designation committee, India-China Bilateral issues, and consular and visa mat-
ters, or people-to-people ties, with Joint Secretaries Pradeep Rawat for East Asia, Pankaj Sharma for (nuclear) Dis-
armament, Rudrendra Tandon for UN, and Gopal Baglay (appointed MEA spokesperson  ) for Pakistan-Afghanistan 
and Iran leading the discussions on the issues.
On Afghanistan, it is learnt that the Chinese government, which proposed a separate discussion, had expressed its 
“admiration” for India’s work on developmental projects, including the Salma Dam in Herat that was inaugurated by 
Afghanistan President Ashraf Ghani and Prime Minister Modi.
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Solar-powered water purifier developed
Researchers have developed a solar-powered purifier, 
which could provide a highly efficient and inexpensive 
way to turn contaminated water into potable water for 
personal use.
The device could help address global drinking water 
shortages, especially in developing areas and regions af-
fected by natural disasters, researchers said.
“Using extremely low-cost materials, we have been able 
to create a system that makes near-maximum use of so-
lar energy during evaporation. At the same time, we are 
minimising the amount of heat loss during this process,” 
said lead researcher Qiaoqiang Gan, Associate Profes-
sor at the University at Buffalo in the U.S.

The team built a small-scale solar still. The device, called 
a “solar vapour generator,” cleans or desalinates water 
by using the heat converted from sunlight. 

‘Lost continent’ lies under Indian Ocean
Scientists have confirmed the existence of a “lost conti-
nent” under the Indian Ocean island of Mauritius that was 
left over by the break-up of the super-continent, Gond-
wana, which started about 200 million years ago.
The piece of crust, which was subsequently covered 

by young lava during volcanic eruptions on the island, 
seems to be a tiny part of ancient land that broke off from 
the island of Madagascar, when Africa, India, Australia 
and Antarctica split.
“We are studying the break-up process of the continents, 
in order to understand the geological history of the plan-
et,” said Professor Lewis Ashwal from the University of 
the Witwatersrand in South Africa. By studying zircon, 
found in rocks spewed up by lava during volcanic erup-
tions, Mr. Ashwal and his colleagues have found that 
remnants of this mineral were far too old to belong to 
Mauritius.
“Earth is made up of two parts — continents, which are 
old, and oceans, which are “young”. On the continents, 
you find rocks that are over four billion years old, but you 
find nothing like that in the oceans, as this is where new 
rocks are formed,” said Mr. Ashwal.
“Mauritius is an island, and there is no rock older than 
nine million years old on the island. However, by studying 
the rocks on the island, we have found zircons that are as 
old as three billion years,” he said.
Rich record
Zircons are minerals that occur mainly in granite from 
the continents. They contain trace amounts of uranium, 
thorium and lead, and due to the fact that they survive 
geological processes very well, they contain a rich record 
and can be dated extremely accurately. “The fact that 
we have found zircons of this age proves that there are 
much older crustal materials under Mauritius that could 
only have originated from a continent,” said Mr. Ashwal.
This is not the first time that zircons that are billions of 
years old have been found on the island. A study done in 
2013 has found traces of the mineral in beach sand.
Some concerns
However, this study received some criticism, including 
that the mineral could have been either blown in by the 
wind, or carried in on vehicle tyres or scientists’ shoes.
“The fact that we found the ancient zircons in rock (six 
million-year-old trachyte), corroborates the previous 
study and refutes any suggestion of wind-blown, wave-
transported or pumice-rafted zircons for explaining the 
earlier results,” said Mr. Ashwal.
He suggests that there are many pieces of various sizes 
of “undiscovered continent”, collectively called “Mauritia”, 
spread over the Indian Ocean.
“According to the new results, this break-up did not in-
volve a simple splitting of the ancient super-continent of 
Gondwana, but rather, a complex splintering took place 
with fragments of continental crust of variable sizes left 
adrift within the evolving Indian Ocean basin,” Mr. Ashwal 

Science,
Tech. and 
Environment
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said.
The results were published in the journal Nature Com-
munications. 

Scientist says international journal violated 
ethics on Bihar’s ‘litchi disease’ report
The scientist who investigated the mystery disease that 
proved fatal for many 15-year old children in Muzaffarpur, 
Bihar at the instance of the State government has raised 
ethics issues about the way the research has been pub-
lished by the journal Lancet Global Health on January 30.
“Not giving due credit for work done by others is not ac-
ceptable in science,” Dr. T. Jacob John, a virologist who 
was earlier attached to the Christian Medical College, 
(CMC) Vellore says.
“They quote our study but don’t honestly say what we 
have found. If they did that then they can’t claim original-
ity. They have done a large case-control study but bor-
rowed all important information connected with the illness 
from us,” he argues.
Dr. John published in 2014 evidence of a link between 
a fruit in Jamaica, the ackee, from the same family as 
litchi, and a disease called acute encephalopathy in Ja-
maicans. He showed the close clinical similarity between 
ackee poisioning and the Muzaffarpur illness, where litchi 
consumption and skipping the evening meal could result 
in very low blood glucose and acute encephalopathy, 
leading to seizures and coma, and death in many cases.
Authors refute claim
The Lancet authors, however, refute this. “We have ac-
knowledged and cited all three of Dr. John and his col-
leagues’ papers in Current Science ,” Dr. Padmini Srikan-
tiah at CDC Atlanta and the corresponding author said in 
an email. “There are a few key findings in our study that 
have not been, to our knowledge, reported previously. 
First: the evidence of the metabolites of hypoglycin A and 
methylenecyclopropylglycine (MCPG) in the specimens 
of affected children, and the demonstrated metabolic 
abnormalities that resulted due to the effects of these 
toxins. And, second, a statistically significant epidemio-
logical association between illness and litchi consump-
tion, as well as the modifying effect of the absence of an 
evening meal.”
Dr. John’s team had in a May 2014 paper in Current Sci-
ence pointed out that the illness was due to non-infec-
tious encephalopathy and not viral encephalitis as was 
widely suspected. That it was a form of encephalopathy 
associated with low blood sugar was again emphasised 
in a August 2014 paper in Current Science.

A December 2015 Current Science paper reported pres-
ence of MCPG in litchi; but not MCPG or hypoglycin A in 
samples of children. But the study strongly suggested the 
role of MCPG.
“Our finding provides the much needed evidence for bio-
logical plausibility that litchi consumption by undernour-
ished children, especially after prolonged fasting, triggers 
the hypoglycaemic encephalopathy,” early in the morn-
ing, the paper says.

Bird lovers help scientists uncover secrets be-
hind evolution of beaks
When the ancestors of Darwin’s finches arrived on the 
Galápagos 2 million years ago, they gained access to 
a world of new morsels, untapped by other animals. In 
a relatively short period, 14 species of finches evolved, 
specializing in different diets through different beak 
shapes: short for crushing seeds, sharp for catching in-
sects, long for probing cactus flowers and so on.
This rapid diversification in the presence of new oppor-
tunity is called adaptive radiation. Studies of small island 
bird and lizard populations describe a fast burst of evolu-
tion, followed by a slowdown. But broader research has 
failed to find this fast-then-slow pattern of evolution on a 
global scale.

Adaptive radiation
An international team of researchers set out to investi-
gate this seeming paradox through a particular trait: the 
shapes of birds’ bills. Analysing more than 2,000 species 
of birds, the researchers suggest in a report published 
inNature that even though evolution does not slow down 
globally, the theory of adaptive radiation holds up.
In the case of birds, it is not that evolution slows over time, 
but rather it switches from generating major changes in 
beak shape to producing smaller iterations of the same 
basic shapes, said Gavin Thomas, a professor of animal 
and plant sciences at the University of Sheffield in Britain 
and an author of the paper. In their study, Mr. Thomas 
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and collaborators collected 3D scans of bird beaks from 
museum specimens representing more than 97 percent 
of present-day birds.
Through a website called Mark My Bird, they asked the 
public to help mark out specific features on the scans, 
including the tip, mid-line and curvature of each bill.
By combining these beak shape measurements with the 
latest DNA-based evolutionary trees, the scientists were 
able to infer ancestral bill shapes and rates of evolution 
going back more than 80 million years. Their data sug-
gested that most of the variation we see in beaks today 
evolved long ago, in a relatively short period of time.
“Very early on, in the first 20 million years or so of modern 
bird evolutionary history, you develop a wide range of bird 
morphologies, with all kinds of extremes,” Mr. Thomas 
said.
After this early proliferation, the scientists believe, there 
was a switch to fine-tuned evolution, which can still be 
fast-paced.
In Hawaii, a single ancestor exploded into at least 54 
species of colourful songbirds called honeycreepers. In 
Madagascar, 22 species of vanga birds emerged. Catas-
trophes like volcanic explosions possibly opened up op-
portunities for local evolution as well.
“In these cases, we find high rates of evolution, meaning 
when we compare sister species, they tend to be very 
different from one another,” Thomas said. But often, the 
different bill shapes that evolve are similar to those that 
already exist elsewhere in the world.
Earliest variations
This explains how, even though beak forms experienced 
the greatest increase in variation in the early days of 
birds, rates of evolution stayed relatively stable through 
time: Isolated groups can still evolve rapidly, just without 
adding much that is substantially new to the range of bill 
shapes found around the world.
A remaining question is why bird beaks have not diversi-
fied much beyond the same major forms, said Luke Har-
mon, a professor of biology at the University of Idaho who 
was not involved in the research. It may be that genes 
constrain how birds can develop, or that the niches birds 
could fill with different beaks are already occupied by 
other animals.
“This is one of the first studies to build on these huge 
trees of bird evolutionary relationships, and to lay upon 
them the story of this key structure, the beak,” said Bhart-
Anjan Bhullar, an assistant professor of geology at Yale 
University who did not participate in the research. 

Single-dose Zika vaccine works in animals: 
Study
An innovative vaccine made from genetic material pro-
tected lab animals from the Zika virus in experiments, 
scientists reported, calling it a “promising” lead in fighting 
the threat to humans.
A single, low dose of the vaccine shielded mice exposed 
to Zika five months after the shot, they reported in the 
journal Nature.
Monkeys exposed five weeks after they were innoculated 
were also not affected by the virus.
“We observed rapid and durable protective immunity with-
out adverse events,” said senior author Drew Weissman, 
a professor at the University Of Pennsylvania School Of 
Medicine.
Zika erupted on a large scale in mid-2015 and more than 
1.5 million people have been infected. 
New light-absorbent material cools buildings
Scientists have developed a thin, flexible, lightweight ma-
terial that can block thermal detection and absorb light 
from every angle to keep buildings and cars cool on hot 
summer days.
The material, developed by engineers at the University of 
California San Diego in the U.S., is called a near-perfect 
broadband absorber.
It absorbs more than 87 per cent of near-infrared light 
(1,200 to 2,200 nanometre wavelengths), with 98 per 
cent absorption at 1,550 nanometres, the wavelength for 
fiber optic communication.
The material is capable of absorbing light from every an-
gle. It also can theoretically be customised to absorb cer-
tain wavelengths of light while letting others pass through.
Materials that “perfectly” absorb light already exist, but 
they are bulky and can break when bent. They also can-
not be controlled to absorb only a selected range of wave-
lengths, which is a disadvantage for certain applications.
Imagine if a window coating used for cooling not only 
blocked infrared radiation, but also normal light and radio 
waves that transmit television and radio programmes.
By developing a novel nanoparticle-based design, a team 
led by professors Zhaowei Liu and Donald Sirbuly at the 
UC San Diego has created a broadband absorber that is 
thin, flexible and tunable.
“This material offers broadband, yet selective absorption 
that could be tuned to distinct parts of the electromag-
netic spectrum,” said Liu.
The absorber relies on optical phenomena known as 
surface plasmon resonances, which are collective move-
ments of free electrons that occur on the surface of metal 
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nanoparticles upon interaction with certain wavelengths 
of light.
Metal nanoparticles can carry a lot of free electrons, so 
they exhibit strong surface plasmon resonance — but 
mainly in visible light, not in the infrared.
The researchers reasoned that if they could change the 
number of free electron carriers, they could tune the 
material’s surface plasmon resonance to different wave-
lengths of light.
“Make this number lower, and we can push the plasmon 
resonance to the infrared. Make the number higher, with 
more electrons, and we can push the plasmon resonance 
to the ultraviolet region,” said Sirbuly.
The problem with this approach is that it is difficult to do 
in metals. To address this challenge, engineers designed 
and built an absorber from materials that could be modi-
fied, or doped, to carry a different amount of free elec-
trons: semiconductors.
Researchers used a semiconductor called zinc oxide, 
which has a moderate number of free electrons, and 
combined it with its metallic version, aluminium-doped 
zinc oxide, which houses a high number of free electrons 
— not as much as an actual metal, but enough to give it 
plasmonic properties in the infrared.
The study was published in the journal Proceedings of 
the National Academy of Sciences. — PTI

Butterfly find enriches Indian faunal diversity
Marking an important addition to India’s rich wildlife, re-
searchers have described Limenitis rileyi , a butterfly 
spotted in Arunachal Pradesh three decades ago as the 
first record of the species in the country.
London-based naturalist Purnendu Roy told The Hindu 
that he had found a single male species in July 1987 from 
Upper Dibang Valley in Arunachal Pradesh at an attitude 
of about 1,800 metres.
Mr. Roy said that in 1987, there was no Internet and in-
formation on butterfly species was not widely available in 
the public domain. H.C. Tyler, who described the species 
in the 1940s in north-east Myanmar, did not describe it in 
great detail.
Tentative identity
Due to lack of information, Mr. Roy had tentatively identi-
fied his find as a species related to Limentis rileyi that is 
found in Myanmar and China.
Now, he has described it in detail in a paper in the latest 
edition of Journal of Threatened Taxa . The species has 
previously been recorded in south-eastern Tibet, Myan-

mar and northern Vietnam.
It was only after taking expeditions to Arunachal Pradesh 
with another naturalist Sanjay Sondhi a few years ago, 
that Mr. Roy approached the British Natural History Mu-
seum to identify the butterfly that he had found in 1987.
He found that it was the first record of Limentis rileyi in 
India. Over the past few years the forest of Arunachal 
Pradesh, sharing borders with Myanmar, China and Bhu-
tan, have been the site for identifying new species of but-
terflies or first records in India.
In 2013, Mr. Roy identified a new species of butterfly, 
Callerebia dibangensis , named after Dibang valley from 
where he collected the specimens.
Difficult to access
Naturalist Sanjay Sondhi said that the Dibang wildlife 
sanctuary is a remote area, very difficult to access but 
rich in biodiversity.

“There has been no sustained biodiversity assessment 
and if it is done it will reveal interesting details,” said Mr. 
Sondhi, a trustee of the Dehradun based Titli Trust.
Mr Sondhi, who has worked extensively in the western 
part of Arunachal Pradesh, said that over the past few 
years he had found at least two additions to Indian butter-
flies: the Tibetan brimstone and the Ludlow Bhutan glory.
The Tibetan brimstone, a sub-species seen just once be-
fore in history, that too in China-occupied Tibet by British 
naturalist Frank Ludlow in 1938, was located in 2013 at 
Eaglenest Wildlife Sanctuary in West Kameng district of 
the State.
The Ludlow Bhutan glory, which was thought to be exclu-
sive to Bhutan, was found at Eaglenest Wildlife Sanctu-
ary in 2012.
In 2015, scientists discovered a tiny butterfly from Chang-
lang district of Arunachal Pradesh and named it the band-
ed tit ( Hypolycaena narada) .



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 30
  News and Events of Feb 2017

Vo
l. 

30
  F

eb
  2

01
7

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

Porcupine inhibitors of use in regenerative 
medicine
In a new development, researchers have found out that a 
cancer drug could promote regeneration of heart tissue.
An anticancer agent in development promotes regenera-
tion of damaged heart muscle. This is an unexpected 
research finding that may help prevent congestive heart 
failure in the future.
The study findings were published online in Proceedings 
of the National Academy of Sciences.
Many parts of the body, such as blood cells and the lining 
of the gut, continuously renew themselves throughout a 
person’s life. Others, such as the heart, do not. Because 
of the heart’s inability to repair itself, damage caused by 
a heart attack causes permanent scarring that frequently 
results in serious weakening of the heart, known as heart 
failure.
For years, Dr. Lawrence Lum, Associate Professor of 
Cell Biology at UT Southwestern Medical Center, has 
worked to develop a cancer drug targeting Wnt signal-
ling molecules. These molecules are crucial for tissue 
regeneration, but also frequently contribute to cancer. 
Essential to the production of Wnt proteins in humans is 
the porcupine (Porcn) enzyme, so-named because fruit 
fly embryos lacking this gene resemble a porcupine. In 
testing the porcupine inhibitor, the researchers noted a 
curiosity. “We saw many predictable adverse effects — 
in bone and hair, for example — but one surprise was 
the number of dividing cardiomyocytes (heart muscle 
cells) was slightly increased,” said Dr. Lum, senior author 
of the paper, and a member of UTSW’s Hamon Center 
for Regenerative Science and Medicine. “In addition to 
the intense interest in porcupine inhibitors as anticancer 
agents, this research shows that such agents could be 
useful in regenerative medicine.” Based on their initial re-
sults, the researchers induced heart attacks in mice and 
then treated them with a porcupine inhibitor. Their hearts’ 
ability to pump blood improved by nearly twofold com-
pared to untreated animals.

In ISRO’s launch of 104 satellites next week, 
88 will be from U.S.
The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) is on 
the cusp of making history when it sends 104 satellites 
into orbit on its PSLV-C37 rocket on February 15. Only 
three of them are Indian satellites.
Notably, in ISRO’s first mission of 2017, a single U.S. 

Earth imaging company, Planet, has made an eye-pop-
ping bulk booking for 88 of its small ‘cubesats’.
No space agency has launched such a large number of 
satellites in a single flight so far. (While ISRO’s PSLV 
launched 20 satellites last year, Russia’s Dnepr launcher 
holds the record for lifting 37 satellites to orbit in June 
2014.)
The PSLV will carry a main remote-sensing satellite in the 
Cartosat-2 series and two small spacecraft, all for ISRO, 
and 101 small foreign commercial satellites.
The 88 cubesats are part of Planet’s earth observation 
constellation of 100 satellites. They weigh around 5 kg 
each and are called ‘Doves’ or Flock 3p. For California-
based Planet, too, it will be the record largest number of 
cubesats to be flown in a single launch, according to one 
of its executives.
Planet, an earth observation company formed in 2010 by 
former NASA scientists, has chosen ISRO’s PSLV launch 
for the second time. It got its earlier set of 12 ‘Doves’ 
launched in June last year.
Cartosat-2 & INS-1
The main passenger on PSLV-C37 will be the fourth in 
the Cartosat-2 series, a very high resolution Earth ob-
servation satellite of about 650 kg, and occupies roughly 
half the space in the launch vehicle. It will carry two more 
Indian nano satellites, INS-1A and INS-1B, each weigh-
ing about 10 kg. They have a short lifespan of six to 12 
months.
All the payloads will totally weigh around 1,500 kg, ac-
cording to an ISRO official who did not want to be named. 
The 88 Doves would be released in sets of four cubesats. 
The other co-riders are cubesats or small specialised sat-
ellites of customers from Israel, the UAE, Kazakhstan, 
the Netherlands, Belgium and Germany. They will be re-
leased separately into their orbits at around 500 km from 
Earth. While ISRO has been cagey about giving details 
of its customers,
Planet’s executive Mike Safyan announced, “In February, 
we are launching 88 satellites — the largest fleet of satel-
lites launched in history. The Dove satellites, collectively 
known as “Flock 3p,” will ride aboard a PSLV rocket from 
the Satish Dhawan Space Centre in Sriharikota, India.”
Biggest launch
“This is the 15th time Planet is launching Dove satellites; 
and it will be our biggest launch to date. Combined with 
the 12 satellites of Flock 2p operating in a similar orbit, 
this launch will enable Planet’s 100-satellite ‘line scanner’ 
constellation of Doves,” Mr. Safyan said.
Since September 2015, the PSLV has launched 18 small 
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U.S. earth imaging satellites in a total of 79 foreign space-
craft — which earns it some revenue and an increasing 
global market share.
The Planet series comes even as COMSTAC, (Commer-
cial Space Transportation Advisory Committee under the 
U.S. FAA) is considering if U.S. satellites can be sent to 
space on Indian launchers. Sources said PSLV’s U.S. cli-
ents were being approved on individual basis.

‘How can you partition the air?’
Having seen decaying corpses line the lanes of Old Delhi 
as a child and his home becoming a “refugee camp” in 
1947, lyricist and filmmaker Gulzar had one message for 
Indians and Pakistanis   when he spoke at the Partition 
Museum here: Lands, roads, and countries could be par-
titioned, but not language and culture.
“How can you partition the air?” he asked rhetorically, at 
which the audience smiled and nodded as the midday 
sun streamed into the old Town Hall that houses the mu-
seum.
The noted poet has written extensively on the Partition 
over the years. But at an interactive session that kicked 
off the Arts and Literature Festival of Amritsar, he remind-
ed the audience to “remember”. To prevent the spread of 
hatred and revenge, both countries had tried to suppress 
the memories of 1947, he said. “It’s time to take out these 
memories and display them on the walls, like here at the 
museum,” he said, adding that both India and Pakistan 
had not allowed any films to be made on the Partition.
The same roots
Sharing his own experiences as a child and then dec-
ades later being mistaken for a long-lost son by a Un-
ion Minister who had lost two children during the Parti-
tion, Gulzar emphasised the similarities between the two 
countries. “The roots, music, tehzeeb and zaban are the 
same,” he said, before suggesting that materials from 
Pakistan should also be included in the exhibits at the 
Partition Museum.
“A country is not its government. Governments will come 
and go, but the people will remain,” he said.
The museum, which is the first one in the world dedi-
cated to preserving memories of the Partition, opened 
with an exhibition on October 24, 2016 and has seen 
about 30,000 visitors since then, its CEO, Mallika Ahlu-
walia, told The Hindu. From maps depicting the proposed 
boundaries of Punjab to oral histories of those who were 
affected, the items stored at the museum document the 
weeks leading up to August 15, 1947, and its aftermath. 
Photos, newspaper reports, personal effects, paintings 

and audio-visual displays make up the museum. One of 
the displays is a saree with phulkari embroidery that be-
longed to someone affected by Partition.
Ms. Ahluwalia said that a room dedicated to recording 
oral histories and an events space would be added.
Additional Solicitor General and BJP leader Pinky Anand, 
who is a trustee of the museum, said that the Centre 
would look into facilitating talks with counterparts in Paki-
stan to collect material for the exhibit.
“Partition was not a one-way affair,” she said.

India to frame policy on synthetic biology
 India is taking its first steps to evolve a policy on syn-
thetic biology, an emerging science through which new 
life forms can potentially be made in labs and existing life 
forms, such as bacteria and other microbes, tweaked to 
produce specific proteins or chemically useful products.
The Environment Ministry will be convening a group of 
experts on biodiversity and biotechnology, to assess syn-
thetic biology work pursued in Indian labs, potential ben-
efits and risks, and the implications of the trans-boundary 
movement of such life forms.
Synthetic biology in microbial systems holds promise 
for production of drugs, vaccines, fuel components and 
other chemicals. A popular example is the production of 
artemisinin, a powerful anti-malarial drug, in yeast, at a 
commercial level. Microorganisms have also been con-
structed to act as sensors that can detect a toxin in vitro 
(outside a living organism) or in vivo (inside a living or-
ganism).

There are assorted labs in India that work on 
synthetic biology.
Last December, officials from the Environment Ministry 
participated in the United Nations Biodiversity Confer-
ence of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) at 
Cancun, Mexico, where about 8,000 delegates from 180 
countries discussed matters related to biodiversity.
India, so far, has no policy on synthetic biology, and ac-
cording to a presentation made at the venue, it has prom-
ised to “put in place a Synthetic Biology Team for articu-
lating India’s view” at a forthcoming meeting.
“We do not have any obligations to put in place any policy 
immediately,” Amit Prasad, Additional Secretary, Ministry 
of Environment and Forests, told The Hindu.

Archaeologists discover new Dead Sea Scrolls 
cave
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Archaeologists have uncovered a new cave that once 
housed Dead Sea Scrolls, in a discovery described as 
one of the “most important” in 60 years.
The Hebrew University in Jerusalem said the scrolls were 
missing from the cave, though, but hopes to find other 
caves. The excavators, including Oren Gutfeld and Ahiad 
Ovadia from the Hebrew University, are the first in over 
60 years to discover a new scroll cave and to properly 
excavate it.
The Dead Sea Scrolls, which include the oldest known 
manuscripts of the Hebrew Bible, date from the 3rd cen-
tury BCE to the 1st century CE.
About 900 scrolls were discovered between 1947 and 
1956 in the Qumran caves above the Dead Sea, archae-
ologists said.
Biblical texts
The parchment and papyrus scrolls contain Hebrew, 
Greek and Aramaic writing, and include several of the 
earliest-known texts from the Bible, including the oldest 
surviving copy of the Ten Commandments.
The most recent scrolls date to around 70 CE, when Ro-
man troops destroyed the temple.
“This discovery of a 12th cave could revolutionise the 
information we have on the Dead Sea Scrolls,” Hebrew 
University archaeologist Oren Gutfeld said, calling it one 
of the “most important” discoveries since 1956.
The cave discovered west of Qumran in the occupied 
West Bank contained no manuscripts, but there is ample 
evidence of their earlier presence.
This includes fragments of pottery in which they were 
placed and the leather straps, Mr. Gutfeld said. Many of 
the caves containing the manuscripts were looted in the 
1950s.
Heads of pickaxes dating from that time were found in 
the cave in another indication they had been looted, a 
Hebrew University statement said.
“We hope to find other caves containing or having con-
tained manuscripts as part of the operation launched by 
the Antiquities Authority to carry out systematic excava-
tions in the caves of the Judean Desert (where the Dead 
Sea is located),” Mr. Gutfeld added.
Many experts believe the manuscripts of the Dead Sea 
were written by the Essenes, a dissident Jewish sect that 
had retreated into the desert.
Other scholars believe they came from libraries of the 
Second Jewish Temple in Jerusalem and private libraries 
sheltered in caves.
The artefacts are mostly housed at the Israel Museum in 
Jerusalem, where some of the larger pieces are shown at 
the dimly lit Shrine of the Book.
The Shrine’s white ceramic dome recalls the lid of the jars 

in which the manuscripts were uncovered.
“The important discovery of another scroll cave attests 
to the fact that a lot of work remains to be done in the 
Judean Desert and finds of huge importance are still 
waiting to be discovered,” said Israel Hasson, Director-
General of the Israel Antiquities Authority.
“We are in a race against time as antiquities thieves steal 
heritage assets worldwide for financial gain,” Mr. Hasson 
said. 

‘Agriculture students ring in second green 
revolution’
To bring about the second green revolution, students of 
agriculture should devote their knowledge to the develop-
ment of farming and the welfare of farmers, Union Agri-
culture Minister Radha Mohan Singh said.
He was addressing the 55th convocation of the ICAR-
Indian Agricultural Research Institute (IARI) in New Del-
hi. “As Pusa Institute is situated in Delhi, there has been 
continuous development of agriculture in the adjoining 
States like Punjab, Haryana and western Uttar Pradesh. 
Two more agricultural research institutes, in Assam and 
Jharkhand, have been opened for the holistic develop-
ment of agriculture nationwide,” he said.
Because of the adoption of crop varieties developed by 
Pusa Institute, “meaningful and multiple changes” had 
come about, he said. “Earlier, we depended on other 
countries for grain, but now we are helping other coun-
tries by providing [them] food security.” With the cultiva-
tion on 10 million hectares of wheat varieties developed 
by the IARI, 50 million tonnes of wheat was being pro-
duced. “Basmati rice accounts for Rs. 22,000 crore in 
the agricultural exports totalling Rs. 1 lakh crore, and of 
this, the Basmati varieties developed by Pusa Institute 
account for 90%,” he said.
A state-of-the-art automated phenomics facility, estab-
lished by the IARI, would be useful in studying the envi-
ronmental stress. “This facility will be used for developing 
plants that yield more by consuming less water and fer-
tilizer,” he said.Mr. Singh said the ICAR-IARI had devel-
oped an innovative, eco-friendly and cost-effective tech-
nology for making waste water pollution-free and useful 
for irrigation.

SAAB offers Maritime Gripen to Indian Navy
Swedish aircraft manufacturer SAAB plans to offer the 
maritime variant of its Gripen single engine fighter jet in 
response to the Navy’s tender for 57 carrier-based air-
craft.
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Last month, the government had issued a Request for In-
formation (RFI) “to procure approximately 57 Multi-Role 
Carrier Borne Fighters (MRCBF) for the aircraft carriers 
of the Indian Navy.”
“Gripen is in the process of responding to the RFI for 
maritime aircraft,” Tony Ogilvy, Head of Marketing of 
Gripen Maritime, said.
The maritime variant of Gripen is based on the latest 
Gripen-E variant; however there is no flying prototype 
yet. “We have a certified design for the Gripen-M. We 
have to now go into prototype building now,” he stated.
Specific requirements
The aircraft is capable of both Catapult Assisted Take-Off 
But Arrested Recovery (CATOBAR) and Short Take-Off 
But Arrested Recovery (STOBAR) operations, Mr. Ogilvy 
said. This is a requirement specified by the Navy. In addi-
tion, the Gripen-M has a small footprint similar to that of 
a Sea Harrier, which he said means “a full squadron can 
easily embark on a medium sized aircraft carrier.”
The RFI did not specify if the Navy wants a single or twin 
engine aircraft leaving the contest open.

Green drive on blue waters — solar power 
lights up naval vessel
In a first, a warship of the Indian Navy has turned to the 
sun to generate a share of its on-board power.
Naval survey vessel INS Sarvekshak, based at the South-
ern Naval Command in Kochi, has innovatively deployed 
the zero-maintenance solar power system, capable of 
generating 5.4KW electricity, by customising and install-
ing ‘razor-thin, flexible’ solar panels on the canopy of its 
telescopic (retractable) helicopter deck. This replaces 
the ship’s traditional 4.4KW emergency diesel alternator, 
thereby slashing a yearly carbon emission of 60,225 kg 
and saving 22,995 litres of diesel for the Navy.
Low cost system
The project, taken up by the ship’s electrical wing headed 
by Commander Sreejith Tampi as part of an innovation 
drive, cost just about Rs. 19 lakh, which is recoverable in 
under three years, Captain Rajesh Bargoti, commanding 
officer of the Sarvekshak said.
“Rigid, glass-topped solar panels are unsuitable in the 
humid, salty marine environment, as they cannot with-
stand high wind speeds. They were found to be unfit for 
fitment on ships and they needed to be stationary for the 
sensors to receive sunlight. Conventional, fume-emitting 
batteries posed a further challenge, as they are not ad-
visable over turbulent seas,” Capt Bargoti explained to 
The Hindu on-board the survey ship  .

Given these constraints, the team then decided on the 
‘light weight, extra-thin and flexible panels that would not 
break’.
“Imported from the U.S. through a local vendor, these 
panels have a maintenance free life for 24 years while 
the no-fume solid electrolyte batteries have a guaranteed 
life of 20 years. The ship is 15 years old and we hope 
the system stays through the vessel’s service life,” Capt 
Bargoti said.
Once the panels got shipped in, trials yielded positive 
results and green signal was received from the head-
quarters to fix them over a 54-sq m area on the hangar 
canopy. The industrial grade panels are found to be per-
forming well in all-light conditions and are shade-tolerant.
The system is expected to save Rs. 8.98 lakh used to run 
the vessel’s emergency diesel alternator.

India’s own interceptor missile soars high
An indigenously developed interceptor missile   success-
fully destroyed an incoming ballistic missile in a direct hit, 
demonstrating the capability of India’s Ballistic Missile 
Shield (BMD), which is under development.
“At 07.45 hrs today, India successfully conducted a test 
wherein an incoming ballistic missile target was inter-
cepted by an exo-atmospheric interceptor missile off the 
Bay of Bengal,” the Defence Ministry said in a statement. 
As part of the test, a target missile mimicking an enemy 
ballistic missile with a range of 2,000 km was launched 
from an Indian Navy ship stationed in the Bay of Bengal 
and the missile travelled towards the coast, reaching a 
very high altitude, officials said. It was engaged and de-
stroyed at a height of over 50 km.
“The weapon systems radars located far off have detect-
ed and tracked the target. The mission computer predict-
ing the trajectory of the target has launched the intercep-
tor missile from Dr. Abdul Kalam Island at appropriate 
time based on the trajectory of the target missile. The 
whole operation was without man in the loop,” defence 
sources said.
The BMD is being developed by the Defence Research 
and Development Organisation (DRDO) as a two layered 
system to tackle incoming targets at endo and exo at-
mospheres.
“The mission proved the efficacy of many indigenous 
technologies developed for the weapon system and it 
was a perfect mission where we could score a direct hit,” 
a senior DRDO official stated.
PM’s pat for scientists
Prime Minister Narendra Modi congratulated the scien-
tific community on social media. “I want to congratulate 
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our scientists for successful testing of missile that can 
destroy other missiles in the air itself,” he said.
The Ministry statement added that, with this test, India 
has crossed an important milestone and has entered an 
exclusive club of four nations with developing capabilities 
to secure its skies and cities against hostile threats.

Comet 45P’s closest encounter with Earth
Comet hunters have a chance to spot comet 45P/Honda-
Mrkos-Pajdusakova in the next few days using binocu-
lars or a telescope, NASA said  .
“It’s the first of a trio of comets that will, between now and 
the end of 2018, pass close enough to Earth for backyard 
observers to try to spot and for scientists to study using 
ground-based instruments,” the U.S. space agency said.
The recommendation for backyard astronomers is to use 
binoculars or a telescope to look for the comet several 
times during the coming days, NASA said.
It’s named Comet 45P/Honda-Mrkos-Pajdušáková af-
ter the astronomers who discovered it in 1948: Minoru 
Honda, Antonín Mrkos, and Ludmila Pajdušáková. 45P 
is a short-period comet, with an orbit that takes it around 
the Sun and out by Jupiter about every 5-1/4 years. This 
weekend’s encounter will be the comet’s closest with 
Earth, passing by at a distance of about 12.4 million kilo-
metres, through the end of this century.
The comet will pass by our planet again in 2032 but will 
be much farther away — at a distance of nearly about 
48 million kilometres. Scientists have taken advantage 
of 45P’s approach, making observations using powerful 
ground-based telescopes such as NASA’s Infrared Tel-
escope Facility to investigate the gases, dust and ice par-
ticles that are released from the comet nucleus and show 
up in the coma and tail.
By looking for water, methane and other compounds, as-
tronomers get clues about how the comet is put together 
and where it originated in the cloud of material that sur-
rounded the young sun as the solar system formed.
By observing the same comet more than once, astrono-
mers can see how the object changes over time. “Ob-
serving a comet multiple times over successive orbits is 
like taking snapshots at different stages of life,” said Jo-
seph Nuth, a senior scientist at NASA’s Goddard Space 
Flight Center in Greenbelt, Maryland.
NASA said ground-based observations also are planned 
for comet 41P/Tuttle-Giacobini-Kresak, which will pass 
closest to Earth on April 1, and for comet 46P/Wirtanen, 
passing closest to Earth on December 16, 2018.
By studying this trio of comets, astronomers can learn 

more about the differences between comets — informa-
tion they use to fill in the comet family tree.

New bird species found in Nepal
Nepal has recorded a new species of bird from upper 
Dolpa, the largest district of the mid-western develop-
ment region.
Discovery of a single individual of Rufous-tailed Rock 
Thrush ( Monticola saxitilis ) was made public at a press 
recently, Xinhua news agency reported. Rock thrushes 
are medium-sized songbirds, mostly insectivorous or om-
nivorous and fall under the genus of chats. The bird was 
photographed in May near the Shey monastery within the 
Shey-Phoksundo National Park of Dolpa. It is considered 
an autumn passage migrant in Pakistan and India.
A four-member team including young wildlife researcher 
of Nepal Naresh Kusi and Geraldine Werhahn from Uni-
versity of Oxford made the record during their visit to the 
region.
The team was studying the wild yak and snow leopard 
while they discovered this new bird species. Bird experts 
have claimed that more researches are needed to as-
certain the status of Rufous-tailed Rock Thrush in other 
parts of Nepal. With this record, Nepal now has a total of 
886 species of birds.

ISRO on verge of 104-satellite launch feat
The launch of 104 satellites on a single PSLV mission   is 
keeping the space community agog.
The entire flight of the PSLV-C37 rocket takes nearly 29 
minutes, just four minutes longer than a regular PSLV 
that may carry one or two satellites.
Some 17 minutes into flight, and in an eye-popping feat, 
the first and the last satellite will all be out in space within 
11 minutes — a record that is expected to put the sci-
entists and engineers of the Indian Space Research Or-
ganisation in the spotlight.
ISRO has scheduled the launch for 9.28 a.m. on Febru-
ary 15 from the Satish Dhawan Space Centre (SDSC) at 
Sriharikota in coastal Andhra Pradesh. To date, the high-
est number of satellites, 37, in a single mission was made 
in June 2014 by a Russian Dnepr rocket.
Of the 104 on the PSLV, 96 satellites belong to two U.S. 
customers: 88 Doves with Planet Labs and eight LE-
MURs with Spire Global Inc. ISRO chairman A.S. Kiran 
Kumar, who has said ISRO is not after making any re-
cord, was recently reported as saying that half the cost 
of the PSLV was covered by launch fees from the seven 
customers. A PSLV is estimated at around Rs. 200 crore.
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The rocket will release the first passenger, Cartosat-2 se-
ries, about 17 minutes after lift-off. The last satellite will 
be out by 29th minute, all neatly out of each other’s way. 
The commercial payloads will be released a minute after 
Indian satellites. All satellites are programmed to come 
out in a sequence of singles or doubles.
Two earlier rockets, also in the extended XL format, have 
carried ten and 20 satellites to space. However, the cur-
rent PSLV-C37 is “mission intensive” as it carries five 
times the number it did in June 2016, according to PSLV 
Project Director B.Jayakumar of the Vikram Sarabhai 
Space Centre. The VSSC based in Thiruvananthapuram 
is the main centre for ISRO’s launchers.
Meticulous planning
Preparations for the mega release began about six 
months ago, with meticulous detailing of the sequence of 
release for each of the 104 satellites into space.
Mr. Jayakumar said the main consideration was the safe-
ty of all the satellites in orbit after release. “The task be-
fore us was to separate them in a non-colliding manner. 
A minimum gap should be ensured between releases. A 
few innovative approaches had to be studied and imple-
mented for this mission,” he told The Hindu.
Accommodation of all the satellites within the space 
available in the last and fourth stage of the rocket was 
another daunting task; it was handled by using custom-
ised components called adapters.

Weather officials to study possible emergence 
of El Nino
Meteorologists are likely to review the threat to the In-
dian monsoon from a possible El Nino. Scientists from 
the India Meteorological Department, Indian Institute of 
Tropical Meteorology and the Ministry of Earth Sciences 
are expected to meet in Pune later this week to analyse 
a range of forecasts from international climate models – 
and their own –that suggest waters are likely to warm and 
change wind patterns enough to El Nino-like conditions.
El Nino refers to an anomalous heating up of the waters in 
the central-eastern regions of the equatorial Pacific and 
implies a consistent, average rise in temperature of 0.5 
degree Celsius above normal. Historically that translates 
to the monsoon drying up over India six out of 10 years.
In the normal course of events, the Pacific waters ought 
to have been in the converse cool, La Nina mode and 
only begin a warming trend late after India’s summer 
monsoon period of June-September.
However these trends are expected to begin around 
March and – the part that’s still contentious – have an El 

Nino during the latter half of the monsoon.
Meteorologists however say it’s too early to be sure of an 
El Nino and its impact on the monsoon.

ISRO’s workhorse lives up to its billing
The PSLV, which created launch history   by placing a 
record 104 spacecraft in their desired orbits, has totally 
launched 46 Indian spacecraft, most of them Indian Re-
mote Sensing (IRS) satellites.
As many as 180 small satellites of foreign customers 
contracted by ISRO’s commercial company Antrix Cor-
poration have also reached space on this vehicle.
The PSLV, 39 flights old since 1993, also launched the 
Indian Moon mission Chandrayaan-1 in 2008; and is set 
to launch a private lunar mission for Bengaluru start-up 
Team Indus in late December this year.
“It is confirmed that all 104 satellites have been success-
fully deployed in the orbit,” PTI quoted PSLV Project Di-
rector B. Jayakumar at the Vikram Sarabhai Space Cen-
tre (VSSC) as saying.
“After separation, the two solar arrays of Cartosat-2 
series satellite were deployed automatically and ISRO 
Telemetry, Tracking and Command Network (ISTRAC) 
at Bengaluru took over the control of the satellite,” the 
space agency said.
In the coming days, the satellite will be brought to its final 
operational configuration. Thereafter, its panchromatic 
(black and white) and multi-spectral (colour) cameras will 
start giving remote sensing services.
Two Indian co-passengers are technology demonstra-
tors: ISRO Nano Satellite-1 (INS-1) weighing 8.4 kg and 
INS-2 weighing 9.7 kg.
Of the 101 foreign co-passengers, 96 came from two 
U.S. customers; and one each from the Netherlands, 
Switzerland, Israel, Kazakhstan and the UAE.
Planet Labs, a U.S. Earth observation company, alone 
sent up 88 of its roughly 5-kg cubesats on this vehicle.
ISRO Chairman A.S. Kiran Kumar told PTI: “Now we are 
targeting [the bigger launchers] GSLV MarkII and then 
Mk III. A series of launch activities are planned this year 
also.”

SCIENCE-GRAPHENE
In a breakthrough, scientists in Melbourne have used the 
humble soybean to make the world’s strongest material 
graphene commercially more viable.
Graphene is a carbon material that is one atom thick.
Scientists at Commonwealth Scientific and Industrial 
Research Organisation (CSIRO) in Australia have devel-
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oped a novel “GraphAir” technology that grows graphene 
film in ambient air with a natural precursor, making its 
production faster and simpler. “This ambient-air process 
for graphene fabrication is fast, simple, safe, potentially 
scalable, and integration friendly,” CSIRO scientist Zhao 
Jun Han, said.PTI

Flying high in virtual world
If the ‘reality’ of a relatively lacklustre air show and plane 
display had seen disappointment among the swelling 
crowds at Aero India here, it was the ‘virtual’ world that 
came to their rescue.
While there is little doubt that air shows and display of 
planes were toned down compared with the last edition, 
the exhibition halls used cutting-edge technology to bring 
visitors one step closer to the cherished metal birds.
The use of virtual reality (VR), 360 degree immersible 
software, simulators, and mock-up displays was omni-
present in the exhibits, allowing visitors to get into the 
cockpits of the indigenous fighter Tejas, Lockheed Mar-
tin’s F-16, the civilian aircraft Saras, and the Swedish 
fighter Gripen.
The most popular simulator — as seen with the lengthy 
queues — was that of the virtual ‘experiences’ set up for 
the light combat aircraft, Tejas, which had also dominated 
the displays and air shows.
Learning about design
Aeronautical Development Agency (ADA) allowed visitors 
to try on immersive virtual reality through head mounts 
where visitors can see in 360 degrees how the LCA is 
designed in the computer (a rough 3D sketch of the ma-
jor mechanical components) and also how the finished 
product looks. “This is a good way to show visitors how 
the planning occurs before even a prototype is made. 
Through motion tracking and haptic force feedback sys-
tem (which simulates a mechanic’s hand), we can even 
test if replacing a nut or bolt will become difficult,” said 
Shiek Nagur from the ADA.
Swedish defence company Saab, which manufactures 
the fighter jet Gripen, allows visitors to get into the cockpit 
through their VR headset.
Nearby, a cockpit mock-up of Tejas allows visitors to sit 
on the pilot’s seat and attempt to take off and fly in the 
virtual world. Similarly, Lockheed Martin provided a few 
visitors the opportunity to take F-16, a single-engine su-
personic multi-role fighter aircraft, for a spin through their 
cockpit simulator; while HAL too has put up the simulator 
for the advanced Hawk, allowing that privy to experience 
what it is like being a Surya Kiran trainer.
For pilots, the simulator for Saras, which will be revived 

after nearly a decade by the National Aerospace Labora-
tories, provides an opportunity to fly out of HAL Airport, 
circle around the airport and return.

Why Earth’s inner core doesn’t melt
Scientists have discovered why the crystallised iron core 
of the Earth remains solid, despite being hotter than the 
surface of the Sun.
Researchers at the KTH Royal Institute of Technology in 
Sweden found that on the edge of the inner core, pieces 
of crystals’ structure continuously melt and diffuse only 
to be reinserted due to high pressure like “shuffling deck 
of cards.”
This energy distribution cycle keeps the crystal stable 
and the core solid.
Spinning within Earth’s molten core is a crystal ball — 
actually a mass formation of almost pure crystallised iron 
— nearly the size of the moon.
Understanding this strange, unobservable feature of our 
planet depends on knowing the atomic structure of these 
crystals — something scientists have been trying to do 
for years.
As with all metals, the atomic-scale crystal structures of 
iron change depending on the temperature and pressure 
the metal is exposed to.
Atoms are packed into variations of cubic, as well as 
hexagonal formations. At room temperatures and normal 
atmospheric pressure, iron is in what is known as a body-
centred cubic (BCC) phase, which is a crystal architec-
ture with eight corner points and a centre point.
However at extremely high pressure, the crystalline 
structures transform into 12-point hexagonal forms, or a 
close packed (HCP) phase.
At Earth’s core, where pressure is 3.5 million times high-
er than surface pressure — and temperatures are some 
6,000 degrees higher — scientists have proposed that 
the atomic architecture of iron must be hexagonal.
Anatoly Belonoshko from KTH said data showed that 
pure iron likely accounts for 96% of the inner core’s com-
position, along with nickel and possibly light elements.
Temperature impact
At low temperature, BCC is unstable and crystalline 
planes slide out of the ideal BCC structure. But at high 
temperatures, the stabilisation of these structures begins 
much like a card game — with the shuffling of a “deck.”
Mr. Belonoshko said in the extreme heat of the core, at-
oms no longer belonged to planes because of the high 
amplitude of atomic motion.
“The sliding of these planes is a bit like shuffling a deck 
of cards. Even though the cards are put in different po-
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sitions, the deck is still a deck. Likewise, the BCC iron 
retains its cubic structure,” he said.
Such a shuffling leads to an enormous increase in the 
distribution of molecules and energy — which leads to 
increasing entropy, or the distribution of energy states.
That, in turn, makes the BCC stable, he said.

The mice helping make strides in gene 
therapies
University have successfully developed glow-in-the-dark 
mice using compounds that create proteins responsible 
for lighting up fireflies, an advance that may pave the way 
for new gene therapies. Timothy Blake, a post-doctoral 
fellow, refined compounds that carry instructions for as-
sembling the protein that makes fireflies light up and de-
livered them into the cells of an anaesthetized mouse. 
Unlike traditional gene therapy that permanently alters 
the genetic makeup of the cell, the effect of the scientists’ 
technique is temporary.PTI

For ex-ISRO scientist, 23 years of struggle
As the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) con-
quers space in leaps and bounds, one of its old hands, 
S. Nambi Narayanan, has been haunting the Supreme 
Court corridors for the past two years seeking justice 
against police officers who allegedly framed him in the 
infamous 1994 spy scandal.
Bench’s decision
 , a Bench of Justices Dipak Misra, R. Banumathi and 
Ashok Bhushan decided that the 76-year-old Narayanan 
has waited long enough. The Bench refused a plea for 
four weeks’ adjournment made by Mr. Narayanan’s rivals 
in court. Justice Misra scheduled the case for final hear-
ing on February 24.
Mr. Narayanan has sought criminal action against former 
Kerala ADGP Sibi Mathew, K.K. Joshwa and S. Vijayan 
— both had retired in senior positions in the police — for 
their alleged roles.

“It has been a long road to justice,” Mr. Narayanan, who 
stays in Thiruvananthapuram in Kerala, said outside the 
courtroom. He is visibly relieved that the case was not 
adjourned.
It has been 23 years since his legal battle began with his 
arrest in the scandal.
His counsel, advocates C. Unnikrishnan, calls his client 
an “investigator.” “While the others gave up, he did not,” 
the lawyer said.
Mr. Narayanan, one of the scientists who had worked 
on the cryogenic engine, was arrested in the espionage 
case in November 1994. The CBI, which got the case 
from the State Special Investigation Team, had recom-
mended its closure and sought action against the police 
officers involved, Mr. Narayanan said in his petition.
NHRC order
The National Human Rights Commission, in March 2001, 
had ordered the government to pay Mr. Narayanan Rs. 
10 lakh compensation for the mental agony, torture and 
social stigma he suffered.
A decade after the NHRC order, the government issued a 
Government Order in June 2011 closing the case against 
the police officers, saying they have retired and 13 years 
have passed since the arrest of Mr. Narayanan.
Subsequently, a Division Bench of the Kerala High Court, 
in March 2015, set aside a Single Judge order to take ac-
tion against the police officers. Mr. Narayanan appealed 
against the Division Bench decision in the Supreme 
Court.
In July 2015, a Bench issued notice on Mr. Narayanan’s 
appeal seeking action against the police officers.
The Supreme Court had said the spy case fundamentally 
pertained to police atrocities. The court had pulled up the 
Kerala government for not taking any action against “err-
ing” police officials for the illegal arrest of Mr. Narayanan.
Outside the courtroom, Mr. Narayanan’s conversation 
trails away from his case and a faint smile crossed his 
face as one of the journalists queried about the ISRO’s 
record launch recently.

Deep sea mining gets a second look
The risk of running out of rare earth metals that are es-
sential to modern technology has led to a surge in inter-
est in mining the deep seas.
But fears have also mounted about the environmen-
tal impact of disturbing vast areas of the pristine ocean 
floor, experts said at the American Association for the Ad-
vancement of Science annual conference in Boston. De-
mographic growth and the acceleration of technological 
innovations in the past 40 years have doubled the quan-
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tity of minerals extracted worldwide, leading to shortages 
of certain key metals, according to a recent UN report.
“Mining is essential for modern life,” said Thomas Graedel, 
professor emeritus of industrial ecology and chemical en-
gineering at Yale University. “If global development pro-
ceeds at its current pace, traditional land-based supply of 
resources may be challenged to meet demand.”
When it comes to copper, an essential element for elec-
trical equipment and numerous industries, a shortage 
could begin around 2050, he said. This uncertainty high-
lights the importance of considering deep-sea mining, 
even though the process involves environmental risks.
Given the risks to fragile ecosystems, a new international 
approach to managing mineral deposits should be put in 
place, said a recent report published in Science. “Wa-
ters deeper than 200 meters make up 65% of the world’s 
oceans, and are vulnerable to human activities,” it said.
NASA to reveal stirring exoplanet findings
NASA has hinted at discovery of something exciting re-
lated to planets that orbit stars other than our sun, known 
as exoplanets.
The U.S. space agency said it will hold a news confer-
ence to present the findings at the agency’s headquar-
ters in Washington.
Prominent NASA scientists, astronomers and a profes-
sor of planetary science and physics at Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology are scheduled to participate at the 
briefing.
Open to questions
NASA has also invited media and is open to the public 
to ask questions during the briefing on Twitter using the 
hashtag #askNASA.
Following the briefing, a Reddit AMA (Ask Me Anything) 
about exoplanets will be held with scientists available to 
answer questions in English and Spanish, NASA said. 
Details of these findings will also be published in the jour-
nal Natureon the same day.

7 Earth-like planets spotted
Low temperatures make possible the presence of liquid 
water on their surface
Scientists have spotted seven Earth-sized planets, with 
mass similar to Earth, orbiting around a dwarf star the 
size of Jupiter, just 39 light years from the Sun. The plan-
ets’ temperature is low enough to make possible the 
presence of liquid water on their surface.
In May last year, scientists found three planets passing 
in front of TRAPPIST-1, the dwarf star. Based on further 
monitoring of the star from the ground and space, scien-
tists have found four more ‘exo-planets’ orbiting TRAP-

PIST-1. The results are getting published   (February 23) 
in Nature . Michaël Gillon from the Université de Liège, 
Belgium is the first author of the paper.
Habitable zone of star
“This is the first time we have so many Earth-like planets 
found around a star. The star is low-mass and small,” Dr. 
Gillon said during a press briefing. “The seven stars could 
have some liquid water and maybe life. These planets 
are found in the habitable zone of the star. This is the 
first time we have found so many planets in the habitable 
zone of a star.”
The scientists have been able to make precise mass 
measurement for six of the seven planets. Though the 
mass measurements are preliminary, they do indicate 
that the planets are terrestrial with liquid water. “The sev-
en planets are suitable for detailed atmospheric study,” 
said Dr. Gillon. “The architecture suggests that the seven 
planets formed farther from the star and migrated to-
wards the star.”
“We can study the climate and chemical composition of 
the planets’ atmosphere,” Dr. Amaury H.M.J. Triaud from 
the Institute of Astronomy, Cambridge, one of the authors 
of the paper, said during the briefing. “We are first trying 
to rule out the presence of large hydrogen envelope to 
make sure that the planets are indeed Earth-like. These 
will be followed by detailed study of climate and chemi-
cal composition to try and find out if there is life on these 
planets. If there is life on these planets we will know it in 
a decade.”
Orbital periods
The four newly discovered planets orbit around the star 
every 4.04 days, 6.06 days, 8.1 days and 12.3 days re-
spectively; the orbital period of two of the three planets 
discovered last year is 1.51 days and 2.42 days respec-
tively.
Five planets have sizes similar to that of the Earth, while 
the remaining two are intermediate in size — between 
Mars and Earth. Based on the mass estimates, the six 
inner planets may have a rocky composition. The sixth 
planet has low density suggesting a volatile rich composi-
tion. The volatile content could be either ice layer and/or 
atmosphere.

India building a supercomputer juggernaut
Come June, India will likely unveil its most powerful su-
percomputer. If its processors operate at the full capacity 
of 10 petaflops (1 followed by 15 zeroes of floating point 
operations per second), a clock speed a million times 
faster than the fastest consumer laptops, it could earn a 
place among the world’s top 10 fastest supercomputers.
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Though India has built or hosted supercomputers since 
the 1990s, it held a ‘top 10’ spot only once, in 2007, 
thanks to the EKA built by the Computational Research 
Laboratories, which is part of the Tata group. This posi-
tion was lost, though several ultra-fast machines exist in 
Indian academic institutions: they feature in the 100s or 
200s in global rankings.
The as-yet-unnamed machine will be jointly hosted at the 
Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology, Pune and the 
National Centre for Medium Range Weather Forecasting 
at Noida in Uttar Pradesh.
For the first time, colleges and other research institutions 
can log in and harness its power to address problems, 
ranging from weather modelling to understanding how 
proteins fold. “The tender [to select the company that will 
build the machine] is ready and we hope to have it [the 
computer] by June” Madhavan Rajeevan, Secretary, Min-
istry of Earth Sciences, told The Hindu.
Rs. 400 crore sanctioned
The government has sanctioned Rs. 400 crore for the 
project this year. Most of the machine’s computing pow-
er will help in monsoon forecasting, using a dynamical 
model. This requires simulating the weather for a given 
month — say March — and letting a custom-built model 
calculate how the actual weather will play out over June, 
July, August and September.
The processing speed of supercomputers is only one of 
the factors that determine its worth, with power usage 
and arrangement of processors, being other key metrics 
that determine the worth of a system.
Top500, the global authority tracking the fastest 500 com-
puters, said in its latest report that China and the U.S. 
were “pacing each other for supercomputing supremacy
.”

Rare luminous nebula poses cosmic puzzle
Astronomers have spotted an enormous, glowing blob 
of gas in the distant universe, with no obvious source of 
power for the light it is emitting.
Called an “enormous Lyman-alpha nebula” (ELAN), it 
is the brightest and among the largest of these rare ob-
jects, only a handful of which have been observed, the 
researchers said.
The newly discovered nebula was found at a distance 
of 10 billion light years in the middle of a region with an 
extraordinary concentration of galaxies.
Researchers found this massive overdensity of early 
galaxies, called a “protocluster,” through a novel survey 
project led by Zheng Cai, Hubble postdoctoral fellow at 
University of California, Santa Cruz, in the U.S.

“Our survey was not trying to find nebulae. We’re look-
ing for the most overdense environments in the early uni-
verse, the big cities where there are lots of galaxies,” said 
Mr. Cai, who is first author of a paper on the discovery to 
be published in the Astrophysical Journal . “We found this 
enormous nebula in the middle of the protocluster, near 
the peak density,” Mr. Cai said. The newly discovered 
ELAN is known as MAMMOTH-1.

High on hysterectomies: Losing wombs to 
medical malpractice
An unusually large number of hysterectomies performed 
in Kalaburagi district of Karnataka has led to a State gov-
ernment probe, and an order suspending the licences of 
four hospitals.
During a 30-month period, the four institutions are said to 
have removed the uterus of women, often without medi-
cal justification and allegedly for entirely commercial rea-
sons.
Complaints galore
A spate of complaints prompted the State government 
to form an expert committee, headed by A. Ramachan-
dra Bairy in October 2015. Its investigation found that 
2,258 hysterectomy procedures were done in 30 months 
in Kalaburagi district. The four hospitals at the centre of 
the probe — Girish Noola Surgical & Maternity Hospital, 
Basava Hospital, L.M Care Hospital, and Sudha Memo-
rial Smruti Maternity & Surgical Nursing Home — were 
probed for alleged violation of various provisions of the 
Karnataka Private Medical Establishments Act (KPME) 
2007 and Rules, 2009.
Based on the inquiry, Kalaburagi Deputy Commissioner 
Ujjwal Kumar Ghosh suspended the licences of Noola 
hospital in November 2016, and the other three hospitals 
on January 10, 2017, for six months. Mr. Ghosh wrote 
to the Karnataka Medical Council (KMC) on January 
23, 2017, recommending disciplinary action against Dr. 
Girish Noola and Dr. Smita Noola, who conducted over 
600 hysterectomies in two years, in alleged violation of 
law and professional ethics. The KMC has yet to take a 
call on this.
The surgeries have left young mothers in Belamagi Lam-
bani tanda of Aland taluk in Kalaburagi district, in rural 
Karnataka in a daze.
Pinku Bai married at 13, had three children by 19, and 
underwent a hysterectomy at 24 because her doctor 
warned her of “serious health complications due to a 
swollen uterus”. Severe abdominal pain and vaginal dis-
charge had prompted her to seek medical help.
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With the dire warning of the “Big C leading to death” ring-
ing in her ears, she underwent a hysterectomy in Novem-
ber 2014, paying Rs. 30,000 with money borrowed from 
relatives. Today, wiping away tears, Pinku Bai says, “I 
agreed to the surgery as I kept thinking, what would hap-
pen to my children if I were to die?” But the procedure did 
not end her difficulties. She developed severe backache, 
weakness, prolonged tiredness, chest pain, and partial 
vision loss.
Many young women of the Lambani community and the 
Golla community went under the knife. Illiteracy, poverty 
and unethical doctors ‘making a fast buck’ have pushed 
the Pinku Bais to undergo unnecessary hysterectomies, 
health activists say.
In Arsikere and Kadur taluks, Chitradurga, Davangere 
and Tumakuru districts, in Chincholi, Aland, Chittapur 
and Jevargi taluks of Kalaburagi, Yadgir and Raichur 
districts, there are many stories of women approaching 
gynaecologists with complaints of bleeding, nagging ab-
dominal pain, or a simple urinary tract infection, only to 
return home without a uterus.
Omkaramma, 30, of Kolagunda gollarahatti in Hassan, 
had a hysterectomy four years ago after just one con-
sultation. She was ready to do anything to get rid of the 
excruciating pain. Three other women from the same vil-
lage were operated upon the same day. One of them died 
three months later.
Lalitha Bai’s medical examination pointed to a urinary 
tract infection. “Noola Hospital in Kalaburagi told me I 
would die soon, and convinced me to have a hysterec-
tomy. I was operated upon even though we had no mon-
ey. But I was discharged only after we paid Rs. 25,000,” 
she recalled. Post-surgery, her infection persists and she 
spends hard-earned money buying drinking water, hop-
ing it would help.
In most cases, the hysterectomies were performed with-
out a prior medical examination, save for a sonography, 
the government inquiry committee found.
Karnataka Janarogya Chalavali (KJC), a group of public 
health activists, took up the issue in 2015.
KJC activists and victims allege that the doctors identified 
by the probe are continuing with unwarranted hysterecto-
mies. They demand the cancellation of the registration of 
the doctors and booking of criminal cases against them.

Artificial intelligence tool combats trolls
Google has said it will begin offering media groups an ar-
tificial intelligence tool designed to stamp out incendiary 
comments on their websites.

The programming tool, called Perspective, aims to as-
sist editors trying to moderate discussions by filtering out 
abusive “troll” comments, which Google says can stymie 
smart online discussions.
“Seventy-two percent of American internet users have 
witnessed harassment online and nearly half have per-
sonally experienced it,” said Jared Cohen, president of 
Google’s Jigsaw technology incubator.
“Almost a third self-censor what they post online for fear 
of retribution,” he added in a blog post   titled “When com-
puters learn to swear”.
Perspective is an application programming interface 
(API), or set of methods for facilitating communication 
between systems and devices, that uses machine learn-
ing to rate how comments might be regarded by other 
users. The system, which will be provided free to media 
groups including social media sites, is being tested by 
The Economist, The Guardian, The New York Times and 
Wikipedia.
Many news organisations have closed down their com-
ments sections for lack of sufficient human resources to 
monitor the postings.
Google has been testing the tool since September with 
The New York Times , which wanted to find a way to 
maintain a “civil and thoughtful” atmosphere in reader 
comment sections.
Perspective’s initial task is to spot toxic language in Eng-
lish, but Cohen said the goal was to build tools for other 
languages, and which could identify when comments are 
“unsubstantial or off-topic”.
Twitter said earlier this month that it too would start root-
ing out hateful messages, which are often anonymous, by 
identifying the authors and prohibiting them from opening 
new accounts, or hiding them from internet searches.
Last year, Google, Twitter, Facebook and Microsoft 
signed a “code of good conduct” with the European Com-
mission, pledging to examine most abusive content sig-
nalled by users within 24 hours.

India needs the rubella vaccine
Why is the measles-rubella vaccine being administered 
to children?
Buoyed by the elimination of polio six years ago and ma-
ternal and neonatal tetanus and yaws in 2016, India has 
set an ambitious target of eliminating measles and con-
trolling congenital rubella syndrome (CRS), caused by 
the rubella virus, by 2020. While two doses of measles 
vaccine given at 9-12 months and 16-24 months have al-
ready been part of the national immunisation programme, 
it is the first time that the rubella vaccine has been in-
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cluded in the programme. Since the rubella vaccine will 
piggy-back on the measles elimination programme, there 
will be very little additional cost.
According to the World Health Organisation (WHO), “a 
single dose of rubella vaccine gives more than 95% long-
lasting immunity.” All children aged nine months and 15 
years will be administered a single dose of the combina-
tion vaccine.
Measles is highly infectious and is one of the major child-
hood killer diseases. Of the 1,34,000 measles deaths 
globally in 2015, an estimated 47,000 occurred in India. 
The introduction of the second dose of the measles vac-
cine and an increase in vaccine coverage have led to 
a sharp decline in deaths in India — from an estimated 
1,00,000 deaths in 2010 to 47,000 in 2015. Unlike mea-
sles, rubella is a mild viral infection that mainly occurs 
in children. But a woman infected with the rubella virus 
during the early stage of pregnancy has a 90% chance of 
transmitting it to the foetus. The virus can cause hearing 
impairments, eye and heart defects and brain damage 
in newborns, and even spontaneous abortion and foetal 
deaths. Of the 1,10,000 children born with CRS every 
year globally, an estimated 40,000 cases occur in India 
alone.
Why opt for a campaign?
With the target set for 2020 to eliminate measles and 
control CRS, there is a compelling need to create a solid 
wall of immunity in all children up to 15 years in one go at 
the earliest. That can be achieved only if immunisation is 
carried out in a campaign mode by targeting 410 million 
children nationwide within 18 months. About 465 million 
doses will be required. Since the Pune-based Serum In-
stitute of India is the only manufacturer of the vaccine, 
the measles-rubella vaccination campaign is being intro-
duced in phases. Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Puducherry, 
Goa and Lakshadweep are covered in the first phase.
The entire country will be covered in four phases in 18 
months. Following the campaign, two doses of the com-
bination vaccine will become a part of the national immu-
nisation programme. All children will receive the vaccine 
free at 9-12 months and 16-24 months of age.
Is it possible to achieve the goal by 2020?
According to Dr. Jacob John, co-chairman of the India 
Expert Advisory Group for measles and rubella, it is 
eminently doable. Though the goal is only to eliminate 
measles and control rubella by 2020, both viruses can be 
eliminated if their transmission can be broken. For that to 
happen, the vaccine coverage has to be over 95% dur-
ing the campaign and in the immunisation programme 
that follows it. Now the measles vaccine coverage for the 

first dose is about 87% and 70% for the second dose. 
Under the routine immunisation programme, the reach of 
the first dose of the measles vaccine shot up from 56% in 
2000 to 87% in 2015. Furthermore, India has to ramp up 
surveillance of both diseases, maintain outbreak prepar-
edness, respond rapidly to outbreaks by vaccinating all 
children in a community and ensure effective and timely 
treatment of cases anywhere in the country. According 
to the WHO, elimination of measles will help to achieve 
Sustainable Development Goal’s target 3.2, which aims 
to end preventable deaths of children fewer than 5 years 
by 2030.

Two endangered plant species spotted
In a major breakthrough in eco-conservation, forest of-
ficials in Munnar have spotted two critically endangered 
impatiens plant species on the peripheries of the Eravi-
kulam National Park.
Impatienses, also called jewel weeds, are seen in pristine 
forests where moisture content and relative humidity are 
high. The Eravikulam National Park and the Mankulam 
forest division are surrounded by sholas. Two new spe-
cies of balsams (impatiens) have been discovered by the 
officials from the shola forests on the periphery of the 
park and Mankulam with the help of scientists.
The Munnar-Mankulam landscape is famous for impa-
tiens varieties, one of which was Impatiens travancorica 
that was spotted sometime ago.
One of the new plants, Impatiens panduranganii , was 
first noticed in 2015 by Prasad G., wildlife warden of 
Munnar, during a research on impatiens in the Pettimudi 
area. It is similar to Impatiens travancorica.
Talking to The Hindu , Mr Prasad said the number of spe-
cies then spotted was very low due to the unscientific 
road construction to Edamalakudy.
Only below 35 plants with flower could be found in 2015. 
In 2016, when Prabhu Kumar of Kottakkal Arya Vaid-
yasala visited Munnar, there were about 200 and 300 of 
the plants, which were named Impatiens panduranganii .

Poison in the air, struggle on the road
Just 117 hours into 2017, London breached its annual air 
pollution limits, as a busy city artery saw nitrogen dioxide 
levels soar. While it was not the first time that a main city 
road had breached the limits so rapidly, the development 
brought into focus an issue plaguing almost every major 
city across the world.
London is a world away from the filthy, fog-thick city por-
trayed by authors like Charles Dickens and Sir Arthur 
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Conon Doyle. This was largely due to the air pollution 
legislation after a terrible period in 1952, when, at the 
height of winter, a toxic fog encompassed the city, kill-
ing an estimated 12,000 people over three months. How-
ever, the gains made have been overshadowed by new 
forms of pollution from vehicles. “We are dealing with 
pollution that comes from traffic and stays in the air for 
a long time and can spread between many cities,” says 
Dr. Gary Fuller of King’s College London (KCL). In 2015, 
pollution in many areas of London was twice the level of 
maximum targets meant to be met in 2010.
Earlier this year, Britain was one of the five European 
nations to be warned by the European Commission for 
breaching air pollution limits. According to KCL, air pol-
lution caused 9,416 premature deaths in the city in 2010 
alone. The Mayor has already introduced a new pollution 
warning system — using public signs and even text mes-
saging — and earlier this year warned of a “public health 
emergency”. Anti-pollution masks are becoming a less 
uncommon sight, while schools in the most polluted parts 
of the city are to be subject to toxic air “audits”.
“It’s staggering that we live in a city where the air is so 
toxic that many of our children are growing up with lung 
problems,” London’s Mayor Sadiq Khan said last week 
as he introduced a new measure to combat pollution: a 
£10 a day charge on the oldest, most polluting vehicles 
coming into London. This will be on top of the congestion 
charge already payable for journeys into the city centre.
Mixed response
Mr. Khan’s strategy has had a mixed response, with 
some warning that the charge would hit the poorest the 
hardest. Others say it does not go far enough, pointing to 
initiatives in cities such as Paris, which has banned the 
most polluting vehicles entirely from the centre. Madrid 
has brought in a system for banning half the cars on alter-
nate days. Still, Mr. Khan’s efforts — which have included 
expanding low emission zones that charge polluting com-
mercial vehicles, and moving more and more of its public 
buses off diesel— have been more ambitious than those 
of his predecessor, says Laurie Laybourn Langton of the 
Institute for Public Policy Research (IPPR).
A major point of contention has been diesel. Like much 
of Europe, Britain embraced diesel as a source of fuel 
for both commercial and private vehicles, helped partly 
by government incentive programmes and the perception 
that it was less polluting. Now diesel alone accounts for 
around two-fifth of London’s air pollution, estimates Mr. 
Langton.
The IPPR and several other organisations, as well as Mr. 
Khan, have called for a nationwide scheme to help peo-

ple move off diesel vehicles, but there is little sign of the 
Centre’s movement on that.
London’s challenges demonstrate how even progressive 
policies can leave a thriving city struggling to contend 
with toxic air. “If we just focus on what is coming out of 
the exhaust pipe, it will have the least benefit for society,” 
says Dr. Fuller. “You’ll still get the particulate matter from 
the wear and tear of traffic and roads. You need active 
policies that encourage changes in behaviour too.”

There is more to come in the CRISPR story
Though the verdict is out on the patent case, there are 
many reasons why the fight to own this gene editing tech-
nology will continue
The U.S. Patent and Trademark Office recently issued 
a key verdict in the battle over the intellectual property 
rights to the potentially lucrative gene-editing technique 
CRISPR–Cas9.
It ruled that the Broad Institute of Harvard and MIT in 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, could keep its patents on 
using CRISPR–Cas9 in eukaryotic cells. That was a 
blow to the University of California, Berkeley, which had 
filed its own patents and had hoped to have the Broad’s 
thrown out.
The fight goes back to 2012, when Jennifer Doudna at 
Berkeley; Emmanuelle Charpentier, then at the Univer-
sity of Vienna; and their colleagues outlined how CRIS-
PR–Cas9 could be used to precisely cut isolated DNA. 
In 2013, Feng Zhang at the Broad and his colleagues 
— and other teams — showed how it could be adapted 
to edit DNA in eukaryotic cells such as plants, livestock 
and humans.
Berkeley filed for a patent earlier, but the USPTO granted 
the Broad’s patents first — and last week upheld them. 
There are high stakes involved in the ruling. The holder of 
key patents could make millions of dollars from CRISPR–
Cas9’s applications in industry: Already, the technique 
has sped up genetic research, and scientists are using it 
to develop disease-resistant livestock and treatments for 
human diseases.
But the fight for patent rights to CRISPR technology is by 
no means over. Here are four reasons why.
1. Berkeley can appeal the ruling.
Berkeley has two months to appeal the USPTO’s ruling 
— and may well do so. A key question is how confident 
Berkeley feels that its own patents, once granted, would 
cover the most lucrative applications of gene editing in 
eukaryotic cells, such as generating new crops or human 
therapies.
The Broad’s victory centred on a key difference: that its 
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patents specified how CRISPR could be adapted for use 
in eukaryotic cells and Berkeley’s did not. This is why the 
USPTO ruled that the Broad’s patents would not interfere 
with the granting of Berkeley’s, and so should be allowed 
to stand.
Berkeley’s team was quick to argue, in the wake of the 
decision, that its patent — if granted in its current state — 
would cover the use of CRISPR–Cas9 in any cell. That, 
the team says, would mean someone wanting to sell a 
product made using CRISPR–Cas9 in eukaryotic cells 
would need to license patents from both Berkeley and 
the Broad.
Yet the details of the USPTO’s ruling could weaken Berke-
ley’s chances of enforcing its patents in eukaryotic cells, 
patent scholars say. For example, much of the USPTO’s 
50-page decision argues that the use of CRISPR–Cas9 
in eukaryotic cells — described in the Broad patent — re-
quired additional invention beyond that described in the 
Berkeley patent application.
So Berkeley may feel that it must still appeal. And its in-
tellectual property is already licensed to several compa-
nies that intend to deploy CRISPR–Cas9 in eukaryotic 
cells. Those companies will probably prefer not to have 
to pay for a license from the Broad as well.
2. European patents are still up for grabs.
Both teams have filed similar patents in Europe and are 
still battling for patent rights there.
And the decision in Europe may not necessarily follow the 
same path as the USPTO, notes Catherine Coombes, a 
patent lawyer at the intellectual property specialists HGF 
in York, England.
On the basis of European case law, the European Patent 
Office could choose to assess whether the discovery of 
the general gene-editing system described in the Berke-
ley patent prompted “sufficient motivation” to try to make 
the leap to eukaryotic cells. If European judges find this 
to be the case, they could rule that the Berkeley patent 
covers eukaryotic applications of CRISPR–Cas9.
That could give Berkeley an edge that it lacked in the 
United States. “The fact that six groups got CRISPR–
Cas9 to work in a eukaryotic environment within weeks 
of one another shows that in the field there was clear 
motivation to try,” says Coombes.
Even so, there is likely to be no quick resolution to the 
European patent battle either: Coombes estimates that it 
could drag out for another five years or more.
3. Other parties are also claiming patent rights 
on CRISPR–Cas9.
Attention has focused on the Berkeley–Broad battle be-
cause their patents are fairly broad and are seen as be-

ing crucial to most commercial applications of CRISPR–
Cas9. But there are 763 patent families (groups of related 
patents) that claim Cas9, according to the consulting firm 
IPStudies near Lausanne, Switzerland. Of those, some 
claim patent rights to certain aspects of CRISPR–Cas9 
gene editing. Over time, holders of those patents may try 
to assert those rights.
That may not happen until companies that use CRISPR–
Cas9 start to make money from their products. At that 
point, someone who owns a related patent may sue for 
infringement and ask for royalties.
When the time comes, look for plenty of patent holders to 
come calling, says Jacob Sherkow, an intellectual prop-
erty scholar at New York Law School in New York City. 
“Everybody and their third cousin twice removed is going 
to be claiming they have some inventorship interest in the 
Broad’s patent,” he says. “The Broad is going to be fight-
ing those battles for years.”
4. CRISPR technology is moving beyond what 
the patents cover.
Researchers in academia and industry have been push-
ing CRISPR gene editing beyond the scope of the Broad 
and Berkeley patents.
Both patent families cover the use of CRISPR–Cas9, 
which relies on the Cas9 enzyme to cut DNA. But there 
are alternatives to Cas9 that provide other functions, and 
a way to sidestep the Berkeley–Broad patent fight.
One attractive alternative is Cpf1, an enzyme that may 
be simpler to use and more accurate than Cas9 in some 
cases. The Broad has already filed patents on applica-
tions of Cpf1 in gene editing, and has licensed them to the 
biotech company Editas Medicine in Cambridge (which 
also has licenses for some Broad patents on CRISPR–
Cas9). In all, there are already 28 patent families that 
claim Cpf1, according to IPStudies, and not all of them 
are from the Broad.
Reports of other enzymes are trickling in. In December, 
researchers at Berkeley said that they had found two 
new Cas9 alternatives, CasX and CasY3. And some re-
searchers may already be trying to patent unpublished 
alternatives — U.S. patent applications typically do not 
become public until 18 months after they are filed.
Sherkow likens the situation to the early days of PCR 
(the polymerase chain reaction), a technique used to am-
plify segments of DNA that quickly became a vital tool 
in molecular biology. Laboratories initially used just one 
enzyme, Taq1 polymerase, to carry out the protocol.
“Now if you go through the catalog, there’s almost an 
Amazon warehouse of polymerases that you can use de-
pending on the particular reaction that you want to do,” 
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he says.
People are tethering the commercialization aspect of 
CRISPR to this particular patent fight, Sherkow says. 
“That’s missing some of the broader picture.”

Darknet robust for lack of ‘rich clubs’
Recent research analysing the structure of the Darknet 
in comparison with the Internet reveals that the former 
is, in fact, more robust against factors such as security 
breaches or systemic instabilities than the Internet. The 
analysis shows this is because of its peculiar topology 
that is different from that of the Internet. The Darknet’s 
lack of a “rich club”-like core of highly connected nodes is 
one aspect that renders it robust against random crash-
es, targeted attacks and also cascading effects of failures 
of core nodes. This research is to be published in Physi-
cal Review E. “Internet is highly centralized around hubs, 
[has] highly connected nodes which are very intercon-
nected each other. The Darknet is highly decentralized: 
we did not find a core of hubs. This [requires] much more 
effort to dismantle the network,” says Manlio De Domen-
ico, an author of the paper, in an email.
The alter ego
The Internet and the Darknet have formed the subject of 
much research, especially regarding the higher robust-
ness of the latter network. First created in the early 1990s 
by the US agencies – Defense Advanced Research Pro-
jects Agency (DARPA) and the Office of Naval Research 
– the Darknet is both resistant to eavesdropping and traf-
fic analysis.
The Internet that we all know so well and can access us-
ing search engines like Google or Bing constitutes just 
a small fraction of the total of overlay networks; there 
is also the Darknet, the Internet’s alter ego, which con-
sists of the Web’s non-indexed parts that cannot be ac-
cessed by search engines. What is more, this Darknet 
can be accessed only using onion routers like Tor or The 
Freenet Project– which are special browsers that ensure 
anonymity of the surfer as well as the service provider. 
While this is used by defence establishments for pass-
ing on sensitive and classified information, it is also, for 
instance, used by journalists who require utmost secrecy. 
Certainly it has a sinister side, with criminals also making 
full use of this technology.
From a network point of view, the structure of the Dark-
net is very different from that of the Internet. While in the 
Internet nodes that are central tend to connect more with 
each other, forming a “rich club” it is not the case in the 
Darknet. The centralised structure of the Internet makes 
it more vulnerable to attacks, because by hitting at the 

central nodes, one can destabilize the entire system. 
This can’t be done with the Darknet which has a decen-
tralised structure.
Dynamical instability
The Internet crashed for the first time in 1980 when it 
hosted thousands of users. The crash was due to a cas-
cading effect of a mistake that originated in one router 
and not due to an attack on a central node.
This sort of cascade can propagate more easily through 
a network with rich club nodes, than a decentralised 
Darknet type structure.
Explaining the strength of the Darknet, Dr De Domenico 
says, “The fact that its network is highly decentralized 
makes [it] more efficient: if a node crashes, the load is 
redistributed almost equally among other nodes, with no 
super-nodes overloaded. This is true at the beginning 
of the process, and it is not the case with the Internet 
(where if a hub fails, it is likely to redistribute its load to 
other hubs thus overloading them).”
The researchers also predict that the Darknet is undergo-
ing a transition from decentralised to centralised struc-
ture, based on observations over a span of a few years. 
This remains, however, to be checked by future studies.

Black rhinos on the brink of extinction
As the value of rhinoceros horn touches $65,000 per kg, 
poaching has begun to drive the African black rhinoceros 
to “the verge of extinction” - not just by reducing its popu-
lation size, but by erasing 70% of the species’ genetic 
diversity - says a research paper published recently in 
Scientific Reports.
Genetic variation is the cornerstone of evolution, without 
which there can be no natural selection, and so a low 
genetic diversity decreases the ability of a species to sur-
vive and reproduce, explains lead author Yoshan Mood-
ley, Professor at the Department of Zoology, University of 
Venda in South Africa.
Two centuries ago, the black rhinoceros – which roamed 
much of sub Saharan Africa – had 64 different genetic lin-
eages; but today only 20 of these lineages remain, says 
the paper. The species is now restricted to five countries, 
South Africa, Namibia, Kenya, Zimbabwe and Tanzania. 
Genetically unique populations that once existed in Nige-
ria, Cameroon, Chad, Eritrea, Ethiopia, Somalia, Mozam-
bique, Malawi and Angola have disappeared.
The origins of the ‘genetic erosion’ coincided with colonial 
rule in Africa and the popularity of big game hunting. From 
the second half of the 20th century, however, poaching 
for horns has dramatically depleted their population and 
genetic diversity, especially in Kenya and Tanzania.
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Museum collection
For the study, scientists used genetic data obtained from 
existing animals and museum samples (rhinoceros parts 
preserved in museum collections).
The paper calls for “a complete re-evaluation of current 
conservation management paradigms” for the black rhi-
noceros. “By identifying the genetic units remaining for 
surviving rhinos, we are effectively defining the bounda-
ries within which management (be it translocations to in-
crease genetic diversity or consolidation of populations 
for more effective protection) can be carried out without 
negatively affecting the gene pool,” co-author Michael W. 
Bruford, Professor at Cardiff School of Biosciences, Car-
diff University, U.K toldThe Hindu.
Greater the genetic diversity, the better is the population’s 
ability to respond to pressures such as climate change 
and diseases, said Prof. Bruford. “Thus the loss of so 
much evolutionary potential in the black rhino is worrying 
for its future adaptability.”

Fast to reverse diabetes
A type of fasting diet may reprogramme pancreas cells, 
promote the growth of new insulin-producing pancreatic 
cells and reduce symptoms of Type 1 and Type 2 diabe-
tes, a study has shown.
In the study, led by researchers from the University of 
Southern California, mice were placed on fasting mimick-
ing diet (FMD) for four days each week.
They showed remarkable reversal of diabetes.
The mice regained healthy insulin production, reduced 
insulin resistance.
They also demonstrated more stable levels of blood glu-
cose — even in the later stages of the disease, the re-
searchers said in the paper published in the journalCell.
The genes normally active in the developing pancreas 
of embryonic/foetal mice are reactivated in diabetic adult 
mice when cycling FMD with normal diets.
This increases production of the protein neurogenin-3 
(Ngn3) and, as a result, promotes the creation of new, 
healthy insulin-producing beta cells.
Researchers also examined pancreatic cell cultures from 
human donors and found that, in cells from Type 1 diabe-
tes patients, nutrients mimicking fasting also increased 
expression of the Ngn3 protein and insulin production.
“These findings warrant a larger FDA trial on the use of 
the Fasting Mimicking Diet to treat diabetes patients,” 
said Valter Longo from the University of Southern Cali-
fornia.
“People with diabetes could one day be treated with an 
FDA-approved Fasting Mimicking Diet for a few days 

each month, eat a normal diet for the rest of the month, 
and see positive results in their ability to control their 
blood sugar by producing normal levels of insulin and im-
proving insulin function,” Longo added.

First robot table tennis tutor sets Guinness 
record
The world’s first robot table tennis tutor in Japan has set 
a new Guinness World Record for its uncanny ability of 
being able to play the game better than most humans.
FORPHEUS (Future Omron Robotics Technology for Ex-
ploring Possibility of Harmonised aUtomation with Sinic 
Theoretics) has officially been given the Guinness title 
for its unique technological intelligence and educational 
capabilities.
According to the project’s lead developer Taku Oya, from 
Omron Corporation, the goal of FORPHEUS is to harmo-
nise humans and robots, by way of teaching the game 
of table tennis to human players. The machine is easily 
able to act as a coach, thanks to cutting-edge vision and 
motion sensors it can use to gage movement during a 
match.
FORPHEUS also features an array of cameras that are 
situated above the ping pong table that monitors the po-
sition of the ball at an impressive rate of 80 times per 
second.
This functionality also allows the robot to show its human 
student to see a projected image as to where the return 
ball will land so that they may improve their skills. One of 
the most difficult aspects of the project was determining 
the algorithms needed for artificial intelligence that would 
help FORPHEUS determine how well human participants 
play the game.
But, once the perfect computation was established, it was 
only a matter of designing a speed-sensing component, 
which calculates opponents’ ball at one thousand times 
per second, before the robot was a viable tutor. FOR-
PHEUS encourages players to try their best by showing 
supportive messages along the LED screen situated on 
the table’s net.
“Now, it is a human who teaches a robot how to behave 
or teach, but in the next 20 years, it may be possible that 
a robot teaches a robot or a robot develops a robot,” said 
Mr Oya.

Mittal plans solar farm in Karnataka
The world’s largest steelmaker ArcelorMittal may set up 
a solar farm on land allotted to it for the proposed 6 MT 
Karnataka project in view of excess global steel capacity 
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and delays in securing raw materials.
It had entered into a pact with Karnataka government for 
setting up a 6 million tonne steel plant with a captive 750 
MW power plant at an investment of Rs. 6.5 billion.

Organ-on-a-chip mimics the heart
Scientists have created a three-dimensional (3D) organ-
on-a-chip that can mimic the heart’s amazing biome-
chanical properties and could help in studying cardiac 
diseases, screening and development of drugs.
“We created the I-Wire Heart-on-a-Chip so that we can 
understand why cardiac cells behave the way they do 
by asking the cells questions, instead of just watching 
them,” said Professor John Wikswo, from Vanderbilt Uni-
versity in the U.S.
Patching damage
“We believe it could prove invaluable in studying cardiac 
diseases, drug screening and drug development, and, 
in the future, in personalised medicine by identifying the 
cells taken from patients that can be used to patch dam-
aged hearts effectively,” said Mr. Wikswo.
The device faithfully reproduces the response of cardiac 
cells to two different drugs that affect heart function in 
humans, initial experiments have demonstrated.
The unique aspect of the new device, which represents 
about two millionths of a human heart, is that it controls 
the mechanical force applied to cardiac cells.
This allows the researchers to reproduce the mechanical 
conditions of the living heart, which is continually stretch-
ing and contracting, in addition to its electrical and bio-
chemical environment.
“Heart tissue, along with muscle, skeletal and vascular 
tissue, represents a special class of mechanically active 
biomaterials,” said Mr. Wikswo.
“Mechanical activity is an intrinsic property of these tis-
sues so you can’t fully understand how they function and 
how they fail without taking this factor into account,” he 
said.
The I-Wire device consists of a thin thread of human car-
diac cells 0.014 inches thick stretched between two per-
pendicular wire anchors.
Tension on fibre
The amount of tension on the fibre can be varied by mov-
ing the anchors in and out, and the tension is measured 
with a flexible probe that pushes against the side.
The fibre is supported by wires and a frame in an optically 
clear well that is filled with liquid medium like that which 
surrounds cardiac cells in the body.
The apparatus is mounted on the stage of a powerful opti-
cal microscope that records the fibre’s physical changes.

The microscope also acts as a spectroscope that can 
provide information about the chemical changes taking 
place in the fibre. A floating microelectrode also meas-
ures the cells’ electrical activity.
According to the researchers, the I-Wire system can be 
used to characterise how cardiac cells respond to elec-
trical stimulation and mechanical loads and can be im-
plemented at low cost, small size and low fluid volumes, 
which make it suitable for screening drugs and toxins.
Growing cardiac cells
Unlike other designs, I-Wire allows the researchers to 
grow cardiac cells under controlled, time-varying tension 
similar to what they experience in living hearts.
The heart cells in the fibre align themselves in alternating 
dark and light bands, called sarcomeres, which are char-
acteristic of human muscle tissue.

‘India, a lab to learn about what works in 
development’
World Bank Chief Executive Officer Kristalina Georgieva 
has described India as a “laboratory”, for the world to 
learn about what works in development and to find new 
ways to collaborate.
Ms. Georgieva, who is in India on her first official visit, 
said in a statement: “India is our biggest middle income 
client. Its economic growth influences global growth. Its 
achievements in health and education contribute to the 
world achieving the Sustainable Development Goals.”
“I am keen to learn more as India is a laboratory for the 
world to learn about what works in development and to 
find new ways to collaborate,” she added.
While on a visit to Pakistan in January, Ms. Georgieva 
said she had “constructive discussions” with that coun-
try’s leadership on the Indus Waters Treaty.
India, Pakistan and the World Bank are signatories to 
the Treaty and are in discussions on resolving disagree-
ments the two countries have over India’s construction of 
two hydroelectric power plants.
Maintaining its neutrality as a signatory, the Bank had an-
nounced a pause in the separate processes initiated by 
India and Pakistan under the Treaty to allow the two na-
tions to resolve their disagreements amicably.

An ‘origami’ shield to protect law officers
Scientists have created an origami-inspired, lightweight 
bulletproof shield that can protect law enforcement offi-
cials from gunfire.
The new barrier can be folded compactly when not in 
use, making it easier to transport and deploy. When ex-
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panded — which takes only five seconds — it can pro-
vide cover for officers and stop bullets from several types 
of handguns.
“We worked with a federal special agent to understand 
what their needs were, as well as SWAT teams, police 
officers and law enforcement, and found that the current 
solutions are often too heavy and not as portable as they 
would like,” said Larry Howell, professor of mechanical 
engineering at Brigham Young University (BYU) in the 
United States.
“We wanted to create something that was compact, port-
able, lightweight and worked really well to protect them,” 
said Mr. Howell.
Working with law enforcement agencies, researchers 
learned much of what is currently used has not evolved 
much from medieval times: shields that are mostly flat, 
awkward plates that cover only one person. Current bar-
riers are so heavy and cumbersome they make it difficult 
for officers to move into position.
Protects from all sides
The barrier researchers designed is made of 12 layers of 
bulletproof Kevlar and weighs only 24 kg. T
he barrier uses a Yoshimura origami crease pattern to ex-
pand around an officer, providing protection on the side in 
addition to protecting them in the front.
In testing, the barrier successfully stopped bullets from 9 
mm, 0.357 Magnum and 0.44 Magnum pistols.
“We suspected that something as large as a 0.44 Mag-
num would actually tip it over, but that did not happen. 
The barrier is very stable, even with large bullets hitting 
it,” said Mr. Howell.
Since Kevlar fabric is subject to fraying, abrasion and 
is sensitive to sunlight and water, the team also made 
a concentrated effort to reinforce it against the environ-
ment.
Portable shield
“It goes from a very compact state that you can carry 
around in the trunk of a car to something you can take 
with you, open up and take cover behind to be safe from 
bullets,” said Terri Bateman, professor at BYU.
“Then you can easily fold it up and move it if you need to 
advance your position,” said Ms. Bateman.
In addition to protecting police officers, researchers be-
lieve the barrier could be used to protect children in a 
school or a wounded person in an emergency situation.
Although the ballistic barrier is now just in prototype form 
and not currently in use by any law enforcement agen-
cies. Mr. Howell and Ms. Bateman have tested it with of-
ficers on site. The response has been positive so far.

A call for cheaper genetic screening
“We have our genes, and they are not going to change 
if we ignore them,” says Mary-Claire King, Professor of 
Genome Sciences at the University of Washington, who 
is best known for a path-breaking genetic discovery that 
has helped thousands of women make life-saving medi-
cal choices.
In 1990, she found that breast cancer — which kills more 
than 500,000 women worldwide every year — can, in fact, 
be inherited. Professor King identified the gene, BRCA1, 
which when mutant leads to a lifetime risk of breast can-
cer of 80% and ovarian cancer of 50%.
“I would like to convey to women that knowledge is pow-
er,” Professor King, a vocal advocate of genetic screen-
ing for breast and ovarian cancer risk for women over 30, 
told The Hindu here  . She is in the city to deliver the first 
lecture in a four-city Cell Press-TNQ India Distinguished 
Lectureship Series.While tens of thousands of women in 
the U.S. now annually test for mutations in BRCA1 and 
related genes that increase breast cancer risk, the sce-
nario is, of course, vastly different India. Breast cancer 
is the most common cancer among women in India, but 
genetic screening, at Rs. 25,000 to Rs. 60,000, is well 
beyond the means of most.
However, the technology now exists in many parts of the 
world to carry out screening much less expensively, and 
“this is really an opportunity for Indian scientists to under-
take collaboratively the adoption here of the most up-to-
date technologies,” she said. “The intellectual capacity 
exists here. The scientific capacity exists here. But there 
hasn’t been adequate exposure to the new technologies.”
Professor King suggests that the best technologies first 
be applied to genetic testing for women who had been 
diagnosed with breast cancer or ovarian cancer. Though 
an opportunity to prevent the cancer had been missed, 
“we do have the opportunity to direct their treatment … 
There are now particular treatments for breast and ovar-
ian cancer that have been developed in consequence of 
the biological action of BRCA1 and BRCA2.”
Another significant advantage of genetically screening a 
breast cancer patient is that it can provide vital informa-
tion for the patient’s daughters and sisters, because each 
of them has a 50-50 chance of having a mutation also 
and they can have especially stringent surveillance, Pro-
fessor King said.
In the weeks following actor Angelina Jolie’s article in the 
New York Timesannouncing her decision to have a dou-
ble mastectomy as she found that she carried a BRCA1 
mutation, there was a 64% spike in genetic screening.
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“What happened with all this additional testing was that very few women proved to have the mutation; that’s what we 
want, that’s very good. Those that did [have the mutation] were then alerted to the possibilities for action, which range 
from increasing surveillance, to deciding to have a preventive removal of the ovaries and fallopian tubes after their 
childbearing is complete, to doing what Angelina Jolie did, which was to have a prophylactic mastectomy,” Professor 
King said.
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Kashmir
Several ancient sculptures were unearthed from an ar-
chaeological site in Bijbehara area of south Kashmir’s 
Anantnag district, an official spokesman said.
The treasure trove was found by the Department of Ar-
chives, Archaeology and Museums from Semthan village 
recently.
It included three fragmented sculptures of Lord Vishnu 
(without face, legs and arms) which date back to the 12th 
century C.E. The spokesman said two fragmented sculp-
tures, dressed for battle and riding elephants, have also 
been recovered from the site.
The artefacts, belonging to the Kashmir school of sculp-
ture, have been taken to SPS Museum here for preser-
vation, while the documentation of these objects is under 
way, the spokesman said.
More findings are expected from the archaeologically rich 
area. 

Some brain regions found to be smaller in 
children with ADHD
People with ADHD have slightly smaller brains than those 
without the condition, according to a study released, 
which insisted it is a physical disorder and not just bad 
behaviour.
The largest analysis to date of the brains of people with 
attention deficit hyperactivity disorder found “structural 
differences” and evidence of delayed development com-
pared with non-sufferers, researchers reported.
“The results from our study confirm that people with 
ADHD have differences in their brain structure and there-
fore suggest that ADHD is a disorder of the brain,” said 
the study’s lead author, Martine Hoogman of Radboud 
University Medical Centre in the Netherlands.
Diminishing stigma
“We hope that this will help to reduce stigma that ADHD 
is ‘just a label’ for difficult children or caused by poor par-
enting,” she said in a statement.
The results of the study, which involved 1,713 people with 

ADHD and 1,529 people without the condition, were pub-
lished in The Lancet Psychiatry.
Most often diagnosed in children, ADHD is blamed for 
severe and repeated bouts of inattention, hyperactivity 
or impulsiveness that can cause problems at school or 
home.
The symptoms can persist well into adulthood. The caus-
es remain in dispute, and some specialists say ADHD is 
nothing but an excuse for using drugs to subdue children 
with difficult personalities or bad parents.
Drugs for treating ADHD, such as Ritalin, have been 
blamed for side effects, including weight loss or gain, liver 
damage and suicidal thoughts. For the latest study, Ms. 
Hoogman and a team analysed the MRI scans of people 
aged four to 63, suffering from ADHD or not.
Measuring grey matter
They measured overall brain volume as well as the size 
of seven regions thought to be linked to the disorder.
The volume overall was smaller in people diagnosed with 
ADHD, as were five of the brain regions, the team said.
“These differences are very small — in the range of a few 
percent — so the unprecedented size of our study was 
crucial to help identify these,” Ms. Hoogman said.
“Similar differences in brain volume are also seen in other 
psychiatric disorders, especially major depressive disor-
der.”
Amydala affected
The regions affected included the amygdala, which is in-
volved in the regulation of emotion.
Previous studies which associated changes in brain vol-
ume with ADHD had been too small to be conclusive, the 
team said.
The differences observed in their study were most promi-
nent in children, but also present in adults with the condi-
tion.
The findings suggest that delays in the development of 
several brain regions were characteristic of ADHD, the 
researchers said.
They found no difference between people who were tak-
ing or had taken ADHD drugs, and those who had nev-
er taken such medications — suggesting that the brain 
changes were not caused by psychostimulants.
In a comment on the study, Jonathan Posner of Columbia 
University said it was an “important contribution” to the 
field of ADHD science.
Mr. Posner said further research was required to deter-
mine the effects of medication on the brains of people 
with ADHD, and how they develop as people advance 
in age.

Misc. News
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‘The last Nizam of Hyderabad was not a 
miser’
In one of the narrow lanes of Noorkhan Bazar lies the 
house of Ahmed Abdul Aziz (90). The huge columns of 
his ancestral home show that it belongs to another time, 
a forgotten one. As one enters his house, pictures on the 
walls hint of his association with the erstwhile Hyderabad 
and also its ruler, Mir Osman Ali Khan, the seventh and 
the last Nizam.
Ask him about the memorabilia and he lights up like a 
lamp. “This,” says Mr. Aziz, pointing to a framed handwrit-
ten note, “was written and sent by Ala Hazrat [the Nizam] 
to my uncle Din Yar Jung, thanking him for his services.” 
Din Yar Jung was a civil servant in the Hyderabad state 
and worked directly under the Nizam.
“The Nizam had even come to our house once for a wed-
ding. He was very fond of my uncle,” recalls Mr. Aziz, who 
had joined the Hyderabad State Army briefly till it was 
disbanded after the 1948 Police Action. He then joined 
the Sarf-e-Khas, the private security force of Mir Osman 
Ali Khan and served till the latter’s death.
Last Wednesday — February 22 — marked 50 years of 
Mir Osman Ali Khan’s death. On the day he died in 1967, 
at the age of 81, thousands of people had turned up on 
the streets of Hyderabad for his funeral. For Mr. Aziz and 
the limited number of people who closely interacted with 
Mir Osman Ali Khan, the former monarch was nothing 
like what he is known for among the public today.
One common public perception is that the Nizam was mi-
serly, even though he was one among the richest in the 
world during his reign.
Says Syed Abid Hussain (74), the nephew of the former 
Nawab of Masulipatnam and who has had several inter-
actions with Osman Ali Khan until the latter’s death: “The 
Nizam donated so much money for public causes, apart 
from building educational institutions in Hyderabad. Peo-
ple called him a miser simply because he lived a simple 
life in spite of being the ruler. He would just wear a sher-
wani over a white kurta and pyjama. He would only dress 
up for special occasions.”
Help for the State army
According to Mr. Aziz, Osman Ali Khan had hired ex-Hy-
derabad State army personnel in the Sarf-e-Khas so that 
they were not unemployed post-1948, and that the erst-
while ruler would also purchase items from auctions just 
to help out families monetarily. “Many lost their govern-
ment jobs after 1948 and began auctioning their house-
hold items for money,” recalls Mr. Aziz.
Shahid Hussain (70), former chairman of the Nizam’s 

Private Estate and a trustee of the Nizam’s Trust, also 
echoes the sentiment.
He says: “As chairman, I had free time and would look 
at old files in the King Kothi palace. One of them was 
about the purchase of a blanket. The Nizam’s Peshi 
[secretary] wrote to him stating that only Rs. 4 was sanc-
tioned against its cost of Rs. 7. Osman Ali Khan wrote 
back to him saying that his old blanket would last him 
that winter and added ‘ Zindagi baaki rahegi toh agle saal 
dekhajaaega [we will think of a new blanket if I live till the 
next winter].’
“This was much before 1947. On the same day, the Peshi 
also informed the Nizam that one of the mosques, either 
the Jama Masjid in Delhi or the Badshahi mosque in La-
hore, had asked for Rs. 75,000 to repair one-fourth of 
its floor. Osman Ali Khan sanctioned Rs. 3 lakh instead, 
stating that the remaining three-fourth of the floor should 
not look old,” recalled Mr. Shahid.
Mr. Shahid feels that if Osman Ali Khan was really a mi-
ser, he would not have sanctioned that money. He added 
that the former monarch even smoked the Charminar 
brand cigarettes, which were specially rolled for him in 
roasted tobacco, only with the sole intention of promoting 
the local industry in Hyderabad.
Immense wealth
Osman Ali Khan possessed such enormous wealth that 
he was on Timemagazine’s cover for the February 22, 
1937 issue. Having interacted with the former monarch 
till his demise, Mr. Hussain recalls how the Nizam’s 
grandson, Mukarram Jah Bahadur, who was ceremoni-
ally declared as the eight Nizam, spent one whole month 
assessing his grandfather’s scattered wealth after his de-
mise.
Mr. Hussain also remembers seeing a number of vehi-
cles in the King Kothi Palace, which included cars from 
the Rolls Royce and Dodge stables as well. Then there is 
also the story of the 185-carat Jacob diamond, which Os-
man Ali Khan purchased for a huge sum and reportedly 
used as a paperweight.
The Jacob diamond is also part of the Nizam’s Jewel-
lery, a precious collection running into several thousand 
crores of rupees today. At present, the 173 exquisite 
pieces from his treasury, which include priceless uncut 
Colombian emeralds, rare carat Alexandrite ring, a neck-
lace with 12 flat diamonds and other things, lie in the Re-
serve Bank of India’s vaults.
The collection was displayed at the Salar Jung Musuem 
in 2008, for which security had to be increased by several 
notches. It was obtained by the Indian government after 
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a 23-year-long legal battle post its discovery in 1972 with the ‘H.E.H Nizam Jewellery Trust’ and the ‘H.E.H Nizam 
Supplemental Jewellery Trust’, which were formed by Osman Ali Khan in 1951-52 to safeguard his family’s ancestral 
wealth.
A content man
For a man who lost his territory via annexation by India, Osman Ali Khan never rued it, according to both Mr. Aziz and 
Mr. Hussain. Little had changed in his personal life post the Police Action, they claim. “He was a very content man 
even after 1948. But he was not happy as the Raj Pramukh,” says Mr. Hussain.
He recalls that the Nizam would gloss over matters pertaining to his private estate everyday and would make personal 
visits whenever he wished. “He had once come to our house unannounced. We had to wear our sherwanis and Turk-
ish caps in a rush before meeting him,” laughs Mr. Hussain.
“It just didn’t bother him that he was no longer the ruler. Even after 1948, those who were in his administration contin-
ued to work for him, like my uncle Din Yar Jung,” says Mr. Aziz.
Having grown up watching his uncle Din Yar Jung work for the Nizam in different capacities, he says that Osman Ali 
Khan never interfered with his administration’s work. The Nizam, who ruled from the King Kothi palace until 1948, 
continued to live there till his demise.
Most of Osman Ali Khan’s time in the King Kothi Palace was spent in the verandah sitting on his chair every day, 
Mr. Aziz recalls. While drinking coffee and cigarettes, which he would throughout the day, the former monarch would 
inform his Peshi about what he wanted to eat.
According to Mr. Aziz, Osman Ali Khan was a just man. “He had once fired a guard in the Sarf-e-Khas alleging that 
he stole something from the palace. But the Nizam later found the item and re-hired the guard with a raise of Rs. 5 in 
his salary,” he remembers.
A peculiarity among the royalty was the formal communication between father and son. Nawab Fazal Jah Bahadur 
(71), one of Osman Ali Khan’s sons (with another wife named Leela Begum) has memories of him going to the King 
Kothi Palace just to offer ‘salaams’ to his father everyday.
“He would ask me how I am doing, and that’s it. A car would be sent for us every day, we would not talk much,” remi-
nisces Fazal Jah, who is the last surviving son of Osman Ali Khan. His most memorable day with his father is that 
of his marriage in the King Kothi Palace, which even the then Vice-President of India, Zakir Hussain, had attended.
Communication with kin was highly formalised to the point that intermediaries would be used to send messages back 
and forth, says Mr. Shahid. Prince Mukarram Jah Bahadur, one of Osman Ali Khan’s grandsons who was crowned 
as the eight Nizam ceremonially, had interacted face-to-face with his grandfather just thrice in his life, points out Mr. 
Shahid.
Today, Fazal Jah is on the committee that takes care of the Masjid-e-Judy at King Kothi, where the former monarch 
lies buried, beside his mother’s grave. While Osman Ali Khan’s death anniversary passes in silence more or less 
every year, his legacy remains alive in the form of the Osmania University, the Osmania General Hospital, the High 
Court and other institutions which he built during his reign (1911-1948).


