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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)



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 32
  News and Events of April 2017

Vo
l. 

32
  A

pr
  2

01
7

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

National
National Highway status for 
Vadakkanchery-Pollachi road
The decision of the Ministry of Surface Transport to ac-
cord national highway status to the 63-km road linking 
Vadakkanchery in Palakkad district with Pollachi in Co-
imbatore district of Tamil Nadu was a long-pending de-
mand of travellers going to pilgrim centres in southern 
Tamil Nadu.
The proposed widening of the road as part of converting 
it into a national highway would make travel more stress 
free to those from Ernakulam, Thrissur and Palakkad 
districts who travel to religious centres such as Pazhani, 
Madurai, Rameswaram, Velankanni and Erwadi.
As far as pilgrims from Tamil Nadu are concerned, the 
highway would easily connect them with Guruvayur. 
While 40 km of the route is part of the State Highway 58, 
the rest of the road is located in Tamil Nadu.
The State Public Works Department is now preparing a 
detailed project report on the widening of the road to hand 
over it to the Surface Transport Ministry. The State high-
way has a width of 21 metres and it would be expanded 
as per the guidelines of the National Highways Authority.
Though there was another route linking Palakkad with 
Pollachi through Para and Elappully, the Vadakkanchery-
Govindapuram route has more takers as it is more con-
venient for those from Thrissur and Ernakulam sides.
The route also connects Kerala’s mango city Muthalam-
ada, ancient town Kollangode and agricultural production 
hub Nenmara with Pollachi.
Nature lovers can easily access Nelliyampathy and Udu-
malpet in the route.

What are the rights of a tenant under the law?
I took an apartment on rent in Chennai for two years, for 
residential use. The landlord agreed to an automatic ex-
tension of the tenancy for another two years, at my sole 
option, without any increase in rent for the extended pe-
riod. We signed a rental agreement on these terms and 
conditions. Two years have gone by and I opted to ex-
tend the tenancy. However, all of a sudden, my landlord 
demanded an increase in payment of rent by almost 30 
per cent, and threatened to disconnect power and water 
supply and evict me from the premises if I did not agree 

to the revision. Please advise me on my rights under the 
rent control laws. I would like to stay in the premises for 
the remaining two years without any disturbance from the 
landlord.
Coverage
The general scheme of the Rent Control Act, that is, the 
Tamil Nadu Buildings (Lease and Rent Control) Act 1960 
and similar Acts in other States in India, is to control rent 
and protect tenants from unauthorised eviction by land-
lords. The Rent Control Act offers reasonable security of 
tenure to the tenants and restricts the landlords’ power to 
evict tenants.
Status of tenancy
A tenant can be a contractual tenant or a statutory tenant. 
A contractual tenant is someone who occupies the prem-
ises and is entitled to the possession of the premises dur-
ing the term of the contract. While a statutory tenancy 
comes into existence where a contractual tenant retains 
possession after the contract is terminated. In your case, 
considering that you have exercised the option to extend 
your tenancy, the rental agreement stands automatically 
extended for another two years, thereby making you a 
contractual tenant.
Fixation of fair rent
As your landlord has agreed not to increase the rent dur-
ing the extended tenancy, his demand for an increase in 
rent is unjustified. However, the landlord will be entitled to 
approach a Rent Control Court to fix fair rent for the build-
ing even during the term of the rental agreement. The fair 
rent for a residential building is a percentage (9 per cent) 
of the total value of the building which consists of the 
market value for a portion of the land, cost of construc-
tion (as per rates fixed by the Public Works Department) 
and value of amenities (subject to a maximum of 15 per 
cent of the cost of the site) but subject to depreciation, 
depending on the age of the building. If such fair rent is 
greater than the existing rent, then despite the contrac-
tual understanding, you will be required to pay the fair 
rent fixed by Court.
Rights of tenant
Under law and as decided in numerous judgments, it is 
unlawful for a landlord to disconnect essential services 
such as electricity and water or restrict a tenant from us-
ing common amenities for recovery of rental dues or for 
other reasons. If a landlord indulges in such activities, the 
tenant may approach the Rent Control Court to restore 
essential services and take action against the landlord.
It is recommended that you do not stop paying rent to the 
landlord for any reason. If the landlord fails to accept rent, 
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first issue a notice in writing to the landlord, asking for de-
tails of a bank into which the tenant can directly deposit 
the rent to the credit of the landlord. If the landlord fails to 
respond, send the rent via money order to the landlord. If 
this attempt to pay the rent also fails, you should imme-
diately file an application before a Rent Control Court to 
deposit further rents in Court.
As far as eviction is concerned, the landlord would have 
to file a petition before the competent Rent Control Court 
to seek eviction of the tenant. Under the Rent Control Act, 
landlords can evict tenants only under specific grounds, 
which include wilful default in rent payment, subletting 
without the prior consent, causing nuisance or when the 
landlord himself requires premises for personal occupa-
tion.
It is relevant to note that in the case of contractual ten-
ancy, which is granted for a specific period, the landlord 
will not be entitled to apply for possession of the building 
for his own bona fide additional accommodation. How-
ever, it is necessary for the tenant to establish contractual 
tenancy under a registered rental agreement where reg-
istration is mandated.
In conclusion, it is recommended that you continue to pay 
rent as per your rental agreement for the extended term. 
If your landlord is desirous of fixing fair rent for the prem-
ises or, alternatively, evicting you from the premises, he 
will have to follow the procedure provided for under the 
Rent Control Act. If the landlord indulges in any unlawful 
activity to force you to leave the premises, you have the 
right to approach the Rent Control Court to seek suitable 
relief.
Disclaimer: The information contained in this column is 
for general information only and should not be construed 
as legal advice.
The writer is a partner with Shardul Amarchand Mangal-
das, Advocates & Solicitors, and Chennai. The views are 
personal

Defence Ministry nod to buy Barak missiles
The Defence Acquisition Council (DAC) of the Defence 
Ministry  approved the purchase of Barak surface-to-air 
missiles (SAM) for the Navy among other proposals esti-
mated at Rs. 860 crore.
This was the first DAC meeting after Finance Minister 
Arun Jaitley took additional charge as Defence Minister 
following the sudden exit of Manohar Parrikar to take 
charge as the Chief Minister of Goa after the Assembly 
elections.

Navy warships
Israeli-built Barak short-range SAMs are installed on 
most of the front-line warships, including the aircraft car-
rier INS Vikramaditya .
The new missiles are urgently needed to replace the cur-
rent ones which have completed their shelf life. A Ministry 
source said the procurement of Barak missiles was ap-
proved with a categorisation of “Buy Global” under the 
option clause from Rafael Advanced Defense Systems 
Ltd.
The other deals include procurement of expendable 
Bathy thermograph systems for the Navy to detect tem-
perature changes under water through the foreign mili-
tary sales route from the U.S. and procurement of equip-
ment to counter mines in the sea, a repeat order, worth 
Rs. 311 crore.

Centre mulling new Rs. 200 note
The Centre is examining a proposal from the Reserve 
Bank of India (RBI) to introduce Rs. 200 denomination 
currency notes to improve the cash situation, top central 
banking sources told The Hindu.
According to the sources, a smaller denomination note 
will improve liquidity. In November last year, the Centre 
announced the demonetisation of Rs. 1,000 and Rs. 500 
notes. While a new Rs. 500 note was introduced with 
added security features, a new Rs. 1,000 note was not 
reintroduced. Instead, a new Rs. 2,000 denomination 
currency note was introduced.
Smaller denomination
“We felt there is a need now for smaller denomination 
notes,” said the source.
“There are no denominations between Rs. 100 and Rs. 
500. So, we have proposed introduction of Rs. 200 by the 
government,” the source said. “In case a decision is tak-
en to introduce the new note, it will take 6 to 8 months for 
the new currency to be in circulation,” the source added.
There are two bank note printing presses in the country 
— Bharatiya Reserve Bank Note Mudran Private Limited 
— a subsidiary of the RBI, and the government-owned 
Security Printing and Minting Corporation of India Lim-
ited.
According to RBI, smaller denomination notes constitut-
ed only 13.6% of the total currency in circulation, in value 
terms, as at March 2016.
The higher denomination notes — Rs. 500 and Rs. 1,000 
— that were demonetised constituted 86.4% of the cur-
rency in circulation.
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At end-March 2016, the value of banknotes in circula-
tion was Rs. 16.415 lakh crore — a rise of 14.9% over 
the previous year. According to RBI, the volume of bank-
notes increased by 8% against 8.1% in 2014- 15.

‘Use Article 142 with restraint’
The highway liquor ban imposed by the Supreme Court 
was raised by BJP veteran L.K. Advani’s lawyer and sen-
ior advocate K.K. Venugopal  as an instance of the Su-
preme Court flexing its extraordinary constitutional pow-
ers to do more harm than the good it intended.
“Your Lordships’ use of Article 142 should be in accord-
ance with law and due process of law as guaranteed in 
Article 21. Your recent order on the highway liquor ban 
has rendered lakhs jobless,” he submitted.
Mr. Venugopal was reacting strongly against a proposal 
by a Bench of Justices P.C. Ghose and Rohinton Nari-
man to employ its extraordinary powers under Article 142 
of the Constitution to order a joint trial of the two Babri 
Masjid demolition cases pending for the past 25 years.
Article 142 empowers the SC to pass any decree or or-
der necessary for doing “complete justice” in any matter 
pending before it.
‘No unlimited power’
“Excuse me for putting it bluntly, but Article 142 is not a 
source of unlimited power for you to go far ahead. There 
should be self-restraint,” Mr. Venugopal submitted.
The senior lawyer had objected that a joint trial now 
would disrupt existing trial in the two cases and the rights 
of the accused. He submitted how the liquor ban, os-
tensibly meant to protect the right to good health, has 
boomeranged to deprive lakhs of employees in the trade 
of their fundamental right to earn a living.

‘Owe no legal duty to offer a grace period’
The Centre told the Supreme Court that it owed no legal 
duty to citizens to extend a “grace period” for deposit of 
their demonetised Rs. 500 and Rs. 1,000 bank notes af-
ter December 31, 2016.
The affidavit filed by the Union Ministry of Finance said 
the decision not to extend the period for deposit of de-
monetised notes was taken consciously after an overall 
review of the rampant “malpractices and irregularities” 
detected between November 9 and December 30, 2016 
when the public was allowed to exchange or deposit their 
old money for the new currency.
The government said the Specified Bank Notes (Cessa-
tion of Liabilities) Ordinance 2016 – which made posses-

sion of demonetised notes beyond December 31, 2016 
an offence — was a “major economic step.”
The government said the ordinance had nullified any as-
surances given by the RBI notification of November 8, 
2016 to give a grace period. The ordinance has been 
replaced by an Act of Parliament.
The affidavit said that between November 9, 2016 and 
January 1, 2017 more than 1,100 raids and surveys 
were conducted by the Income Tax department in vari-
ous parts of the country. Of these raids, more than 400 
cases were referred to the Enforcement Directorate and 
the CBI for further action in accordance with law. The 
undisclosed income detected from these raids was more 
than Rs. 5,400 crore, the government submitted.
5,100 notices
The same period saw the Government Issue 5,100 notic-
es for verification of “high-value suspicious cash depos-
its” made in bank accounts. Preliminary probes following 
the raids in the first three weeks of demonetisation re-
vealed irregularities ranging from unusual spurt in cash 
sales immediately after Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
live TV announcement on November 8 last year to cash 
advances against “future sales.”
The government said initiatives like the Income Tax de-
partment’s ‘Operation Clean Money’, have identified 18 
lakh persons with suspicious tax profiles. Shadowy de-
posits made in the Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana 
were detected. “More than 3.78 lakh out of 18 lakh high-
risk cases have been taken up for assessment and in-
vestigation,” the affidavit said.
It attempts to show the extent to which black money has 
pervaded society.
The affidavit said searches undertaken by the Income 
Tax department between April 1, 2014 and February 28, 
2017 in more than 2,027 groups revealed black money to 
the tune of Rs. 36,051 crore and seizure of undisclosed 
assets worth Rs. 2,890 crore.
Again, 15,000 surveys for the same period resulted in 
the detection of undisclosed income of more than Rs. 
30,000 crore.

Only Parliament can allow additions to OBC 
list
The Lok Sabha cleared The Constitution 102nd Amend-
ment Bill, that grants constitutional status to the Back-
ward Classes Commission, now called the National 
Commission for socially and Educationally Backward 
Classes. The Bill also enjoins that any addition to the 



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 32
  News and Events of April 2017

Vo
l. 

32
  A

pr
  2

01
7

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

Central list of communities under the Other Backward 
Classes will have to be cleared through Parliament.
Minister for Social Justice and empowerment Thawarch-
and Gehlot said that the bill would ensure the rights of the 
Other Backward Classes, and give the National Commis-
sion for Backward Classes the constitutional safeguards 
enjoyed by the National Commission for Scheduled 
Castes and Tribes. Mr Gehlot also tried to allay fears ex-
pressed by several opposition parties on the Centre’s en-
croachment on the rights of State government to include 
the names of OBC castes in the Central list.
“I want to assure all the honourable members that their 
fears of an attack on the rights of the State government 
via this bill are unfounded,” he said.

Centre files curative plea on AFSPA
The government  asked the Supreme Court to urgently 
reconsider its July 2016 verdict which ripped open the 
cloak of immunity and secrecy provided by the Armed 
Forces (Special Powers) Act of 1958 (AFSPA) to security 
forces for deaths caused during encounters in disturbed 
areas. The Supreme Court had held that “there is no con-
cept of absolute immunity from trial by a criminal court” if 
an Army man has committed an offence.
The judgment by a Bench led by Justice Madan B. Lokur 
had held that every death caused by security forces in a 
disturbed area, even if the victim was a dreaded criminal 
or a militant or a terrorist or an insurgent, should be thor-
oughly inquired into to address any allegation of use of 
excessive or retaliatory force.
A-G’s stance
Attorney-General Mukul Rohatgi appeared before a 
Bench led by Chief Justice of India J.S. Khehar during 
the mentioning hour, and apprised the court that the judg-
ment had become a fetter on security forces involved in 
anti-militancy operations.
“This court ought to have appreciated that the principles 
of right to self-defence cannot be strictly applied while 
dealing with militants and terrorist elements in a hostile 
and unstable terrain. This court ought to have taken into 
account the complexity and the reality of the conduct of 
military operations and tactics, especially while combat-
ing terrorists,” the curative petition said.
The judgment came on a plea by hundreds of families in 
Manipur for a probe by Special Investigation Team.

UP govt, Centre ink power pact
The Uttar Pradesh government and the Centre entered 

into an agreement which promises to provide 24x7 power 
supplies to all households in the State.
The ‘Power for All’ pact was signed in the presence of 
Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath and Union Minister of 
State (Independent Charge) for Power Piyush Goyal at 5 
Kalidas Marg, the official residence of the UP Chief Min-
ister.
Deputy Chief Minister Dinesh Sharma, UP Energy Minis-
ter Shrikant Sharma and State Minister for Power Swa-
tantra Dev Singh were also present.
The State government also announced that it is expand-
ing the ambit of helpline Dial 1911 through which con-
sumers in rural areas in the coming days could communi-
cate their grievances pertaining to power and electricity.
The Centre’s undertaking, Energy Efficiency Services 
Limited (EESL), will install 10,000 energy efficiency so-
lar-panel pumps will be distributed.
It was also agreed upon to distribute among energy con-
sumers (through electricity distribution companies) ener-
gy efficiency bulbs, tubelights and fans at cheaper rates.
Apart from this, the rural consumers will also get the fa-
cility of making digital payment through e-bhugtan. As 
many as eight sub-stations of the UP Power Transmis-
sion Corporation Limited worth Rs 331.69 crore and 12 
sub-stations of UP Power Corporation Limited worth Rs 
75.60 crore were also unveiled.
On April 11, during the second meeting of the UP Cabi-
net, Chief Minister Adityanath had ordered 18-hour pow-
er supply in villages and 20-hour at the tehsil level and in 
Bundelkhand.
The State Energy Minister said the ambitious ‘Power for 
All’ pact will also help in meeting the Centre’s target of 
making the State energy efficient by 2018 and help en-
sure power in all UP villages before 2019.

BHIM-Aadhaar will be an economic giant: 
PM
Prime Minister Narendra Modi launched the BHIM-Aad-
haar (a digital payment platform that uses the Aadhaar 
number) in Nagpur on the occasion of the 126th birth an-
niversary of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, and hoped that the digital 
platform would be an “economic giant” like the Constitu-
tion, through which Dr. Ambedkar empowered the com-
mon man.
Showering praise on the “architect of the Indian Consti-
tution” at a function here, Mr. Modi said, “Like Shiva [a 
Hindu god], Dr. Ambedkar also drank the poison of hatred 
all his life but he did not carry even the slightest of bitter-
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ness neither in the Indian Constitution nor in his speech-
es. Today, we are trying to give a new system on his birth 
anniversary.”
He asked the citizens to fulfill the dreams of the freedom 
fighters. “They died for the nation but we can live for the 
nation. In 2022, India will complete 75 years of its inde-
pendence. We have a dream that by 2022, every Indian 
should have his own house with the facilities of electricity, 
water, and nearby hospitals. No one should be homeless. 
Let us strive to live the dreams of Dr. Ambedkar which he 
enshrined in the Constitution,” the Prime Minister said.
“In a large country like ours, it involves a big expendi-
ture to print currency and distribute it. If we can save this 
expenditure, the same money can be used for building 
houses for the poor,” he asserted.
Taking a dig at critics, Mr. Modi said he was “astounded” 
by the opinions of many scholars (on demonetisation and 
cashless economy).
“Earlier they debated the BHIM application and now they 
are debating about the Aadhaar. Let them do it but we are 
working hard towards making India a digital economy and 
‘Digidhan’ is an important part of it. Very soon, the ‘Digid-
han’ will be synonymous with ‘Nijidhan’ [private property].
“Now you don’t even need a mobile phone [for digital 
transactions]. If your Aadhaar number is linked with your 
bank accounts, then your thumb impression is enough to 
carry out a digital transaction. You don’t need to carry a 
single rupee with you. Even the most advanced technolo-
gies in the world don’t have this system. Very soon, ma-
jor universities in the world will come to study the BHIM-
Aadhaar. This is going to be a reference point for a big 
change in the world,” he claimed.

‘Military strategy alone won’t solve Afghan 
crisis’
The U.S.’s policy on Afghanistan must combine a mili-
tary strategy with a diplomatic and economic plan, former 
Assistant Secretary of State for South and Central Asian 
Affairs, Nisha Biswal, has said. National Security Adviser 
H.R. McMaster is travelling to Kabul, Islamabad and New 
Delhi even as the Trump administration is reviewing the 
U.S policy on Afghanistan. In a show of strength, the U.S. 
used its most lethal non-nuclear bombs on an Islamic 
State target in Afghanistan last week.
In an interview before the bombing of the IS target, Ms. 
Biswal told The Hindu . “There are some indications that 
there is a willingness (of the Trump administration) to in-
crease the level of troops in Afghanistan. That would be 

welcome. But a security strategy that is not paired with a 
diplomatic and economy strategy has limitations. I would 
urge there must be a comprehensive strategy, working 
with the countries in the region, as the durable way for-
ward.”
The U.S commander in Afghanistan has recently asked 
for troops increase to break what he described as a stale-
mate in the military conflict.
Ms. Biswal, who continues to stay engaged with the re-
gion’s politics after leaving the administration, said India 
was a crucial partner in Afghanistan but India’s role in the 
future of Afghanistan must be carefully calibrated. Talking 
of the Obama administration’s engagement with India on 
Afghanistan, she said: “I think there was caution on both 
sides. There was a desire not to make the challenges fac-
ing Afghanistan about India. I think there was reluctance 
from the Indian side, and there was reluctance from our 
side. We were mindful of the important role that India 
plays in terms of its political relationship and its potential 
for being a security partner. On the other hand, there are 
complexities within the region.. That is something that we 
did very closely with our Indian colleagues.”
Multiple stakes
The former top diplomat for the region said Pakistan, 
Russia, China and Central Asian countries were all 
stakeholders in Afghanistan. “You have multiple stakes 
at play. We have to show American leadership in forging 
that partnership,” she said.
The relations between the U.S. and India are strong in 
their fundamentals and are unlikely to be affected by the 
change in administration, the diplomat, who has played a 
crucial role in cementing the ties, said. She said she had 
no reason to believe the new administration would take 
a different view on India. “I don’t yet know whether the 
political leadership of this administration has come to that 
(same view as the Obama administration had) on India. 
They have not articulated it yet but it to be expected in the 
initial months of any administration, when it is like drinking 
through the firehose, trying to figure out multiple things at 
the same time. It takes some time to get to that point (of 
articulating its approach towards India),” she said.
Ms. Biswal, however, added any transactional approach 
to the relationship could be damaging. “That is a con-
cern,” she said of President’s Donald Trump’s approach 
of trying to make international interactions into transac-
tional deals.
The next step in bilateral ties is about aligning the dip-
lomatic and security initiatives of both countries in Indo-
Pacific. “What we can do is deepening our inter-opera-
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bility of forces, disaster management, maritime security 
…working together for peace and security in the region. 
These are not transactional -- that you do this for me and 
I do this for me. These are long term alignments of ca-
pabilities and long-term assurances on how you want to 
position, and the posturing. We may have done a lot of 
that. But there is more,” she said.

Centre to promote use of technical textiles
Technical textiles or functional textiles, considered a sun-
rise sector in the country, are all set for demand taking off 
for products such as geo and agro textiles.
“Technical textiles are a thrust area for the Government 
because of the value addition involved,” said Textile 
Commissioner Kavita Gupta. “It can be used in infastruc-
ture projects, including ports, roads, and railways, and 
in sectors such as agriculture. We want to promote use 
of textile products that will improve productivity, health 
standards, and infrastructure,” she said.
Geo textiles, for example, are permeable fabrics that are 
used in association with soil and which have the ability to 
separate and filter, while agro-textiles are used in shad-
ing and in weed and insect control.
In a bid to increase use of technical textiles in Govern-
ment projects, she said, “We are trying to promote inter-
face with other ministries. The Textiles Minister has spo-
ken to four ministers so far and will be speaking to more.” 
Union Textiles Minister Smriti Zubin Irani has spoken to 
Agriculture, Urban Development, Health, and Surface 
Transport ministers and is expected to have discussions 
with defence, railways, and heavy industries ministers 
too.
The technical textiles sector had a compounded annual 
growth rate of 12% for the last three years. It is expected 
to grow by 20 % the next five years, sources said. The 
schemes by the Government, better awareness, inter-
face initiatives with other ministries are all expected to 
create demand.
The aim is to create awareness, promote use of technical 
textile products, then ensure the usage is mandated in 
at least some areas. “Development and use of products 
have to go up. Simultaneously, standards are being cre-
ated,” she said.
Functional textiles can be woven or non-woven. Automo-
bile, geo, medical, industrial, and agro textiles are among 
the range of products that are made in the country. For-
eign Direct Investments are also coming in, especially for 
geo textiles.

TUFS support
The Textiles Commissioner said that the number of larger 
industries involved in the manufacture of technical textile 
products is estimated to be about 2,500. Close to 1,000 
of these have received Technology Upgradation Fund 
Scheme support.
Industrial textiles (such as filtration fabric) and made-ups 
(home textiles) have taken off. “Geo (textiles used in road 
works) and agro textiles will [also] take off. Smart textiles 
(sensor embedded textiles) are another potential area,” 
she said.
According to K.S. Sundararaman, vice-chairman of In-
dian Technical Textile Association, technical textiles is a 
fragmented sector with several small and medium-scale 
industries manufacturing specialised products. “It is dif-
ficult to give a definite number on the number of units, 
production, etc. But, a majority of them are in the SME 
sector,” he said.
The main challenges for technical textiles in the country 
are awareness among consumers, need for technology 
and knowledge about it among entrepreneurs, the invest-
ments and time needed to be innovative and develop ap-
plications, and raw material availability.
“China is a generation ahead in production of technical 
textiles. But, their costs are going up and this is an op-
portunity for India,” Mr. Sundararaman said.

Election Commission seeks funds for paper 
trail units
Chief Election Commissioner (CEC) Nasim Zaidi has 
requested the Union Law Ministry for urgent release of 
funds, given the “prevailing environment,” to facilitate 
procurement of VVPAT (voter verifiable paper audit trail) 
machines for the 2019 Lok Sabha elections.
Amid protests by Opposition parties against electronic 
voting machines (EVMs) without paper trail units, Mr. 
Zaidi said the EC felt that the procurement of VVPAT ma-
chines could not be delayed any longer.
Over 16 lakh VVPATs would be required, at an estimated 
cost of Rs. 3,174 crore, to cover all polling stations in the 
next Lok Sabha polls.
The EC had earlier informed the government that if the 
order for the machines was not placed by February, it 
would become difficult for the manufacturers to supply 
them by September 2018 to meet the requirement of the 
next general elections.
It also placed on record the Supreme Court’s direction to 
state the rough schedule within which the entire system 
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could be introduced, subject to the sanction of funds. The 
machines can be manufactured within 30 months from 
the date of release of funds, the EC said.
The letter said the EC was fully committed to deploying 
VVPATs along with EVMs in all future elections so that 
transparency of the electoral process is enhanced, integ-
rity of the voting preserved, and the voters’ confidence in 
the process is further strengthened.
Call for paper ballot
The Commission had recently received a memorandum 
from 16 parties demanding that the paper ballot system 
be reintroduced for greater transparency. The Bahujan 
Samaj Party, the AAP and the Congress have alleged 
tampering of EVMs. The Samajwadi Party has also 
raised doubts.
The EC had given about a dozen reminders to the gov-
ernment, seeking funds for the paper trail machines. Last 
year, the CEC had also written to Prime Minister Naren-
dra Modi on the issue.
During the last Parliament session, several members al-
leged that the voting machines used in the recently con-
cluded Assembly elections were tampered with.
Earlier this week, a delegation of representatives from 13 
Opposition parties met President Pranab Mukherjee and 
flagged a range of issues, including that of EVM security.
On its part, the Election Commission has time and again 
dismissed the allegations that the voting machines can 
be tampered with. It has also made public findings of the 
inquiries conducted into specific charges of tampering in 
Madhya Pradesh’s Bhind and Rajasthan’s Dholpur, giv-
ing a clean chit to the machines.
With the Opposition insisting upon doing away with the 
EVMs and the controversy refusing to die down, the EC 
has now thrown a challenge, inviting computer experts 
and political leaders to prove that the machines can be 
hacked in the presence of the EVM manufacturers. The 
exercise will be conducted in the first week of May.

‘Triple talaq misuse will lead to social 
boycott’
Muslim men who misuse triple talaq and use it arbitrarily 
without valid reason will be subjected to social boycott, 
the All India Muslim Personal Law Board warned .
“Whoever gives triple talaq without valid Shariat reasons 
will be boycotted by the society... so that such cases do 
not arise in future,” the governing body for Muslim per-
sonal law in the country concluded after a two-day execu-
tive meeting at the Darul Uloom Nadwatul Ulam, a key 
Islamic seminary in Lucknow.

The AIMPLB, however, asserted its “full constitutional 
right” to implement Muslim personal law in the country.
‘Meant to shield women’
“It is our responsibility to implement it and the best way 
is to ensure that is following its guidelines. Islamic Sharia 
gives equal status to men and women. The truth is that 
talaq was kept to protect women from danger,” Moham-
maed Rabey Hasan Nadwi, AIMPLB president, said.
The Board also announced that it would follow the Su-
preme Court decision in the Babri Masjid case.
Released an eight-point code of conduct for divorce, the 
Board encouraged Muslim couples to try and resolve dif-
ferences on their own, and if that fails, adopt the “rec-
onciliation and arbitration” method though involvement 
of family elders, before settling for a divorce. If after the 
waiting period ( iddat ), reconciliation happens, the two 
can, through mutual consent, restore the relationship 
with a fresh marriage, says one of the guidelines.
Mr. Hasan said there was a lot of “misconception” about 
Muslim personal law and norms for divorce due to “lack 
of correct of information.”
Elaborating on the threat of social boycott, Kamal Fa-
rooqui, senior executive board member, said it would in-
volve restricting the offender entry into public functions 
and community programmes. Though it would have no 
legal standing, the AIMPLB feels the fear of social isola-
tion would serve as a deterrent for men misusing triple 
talaq. “Man is a social animal. Social boycott has worked 
welll in Mewat [Haryana] where 20-25 years ago a pan-
chayat issued orders that a man uttering talaq thrice 
would be socially boycotted and denied resources. Since 
then, hardly any such cases were reported there,” Mr. 
Farooqui told The Hindu .

Indian Railways draft policy aims at boosting 
tourism
The Indian Railways (IR) plans to introduce dedicated 
train services for domestic and international tourists, ca-
tering to customers at all income levels.
The proposal is part of the draft tourism policy which IR 
is bringing out for the first time in a bid to increase private 
partnership in running tourist trains.
“A concept of tourist train with differential tariff will be 
worked out. The train will comprise different classes of 
accommodation like Sleeper 3A, 2A and 1A coaches, as 
per demand,” said IR.
“The IR will operate the train on different circuits with 
normal tariff or with a mark up.” it said. Additionally, the 
Railways plans to rope in several service providers, in-
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cluding Indian Railway Catering and Tourism Corporation 
(IRCTC), to manage other services such as hotel accom-
modation and sightseeing for domestic and international 
tourists.
The Railways also proposes to reserve special coaches 
for tourists on trains running through tourist spots across 
the country. It will auction such dedicated tourist coaches 
to tour operators “at a premium based on which the tour 
operator may carry the passengers/tourists to be booked 
by it,” according to IR’s draft Tourism Policy 2017. It has 
invited comments on its draft policy, uploaded on its web-
site till April 24.
The IR will look to increase the frequency of hill tourist 
trains during peak season and has proposed reviving 
steam trains to be operated in hill stations. “An effort will 
be made to involve private participation in operating more 
(hill tourist) trains and also to improve the financial con-
ditions in hill railways in general through Public Private 
Partnership,” the draft policy said.
It plans to unveil ‘Bharat Darshan Trains’ catering “for the 
masses” with sleeper class coaches. “The fare for this 
train will be fixed broadly on the basis of normal fare of 
mail or express trains with telescopic benefit for the entire 
trip. Such tourist trains will be at affordable rates so that 
ordinary citizens can use it,” the draft policy noted.
Religious tourism
For promoting religious tourism, the IR proposed intro-
ducing Astha Circuit Trains and State Tirth Trains. While 
the former will be operated by the IR at its own expense, 
the latter will be run on request from state governments 
at their cost. “IRCTC will offer value-added service to 
make it an all inclusive tour package, the way the State 
government desires. The entire cost will be borne by the 
State Governments concerned,” it said.
Advance booking of seats for foreign tourists will begin a 
year in advance so that they can plan their journey.

7th Pay Commission: HRD ministry forms 
panel to review UGC recommendations
The human resource and development (HRD) ministry 
has formed a committee to review the recommendations 
made by a University Grants Commission (UGC) panel 
on implementation of the 7th Pay Commission in educa-
tional institutions.
The development comes against the backdrop of teach-
ers’ associations of various universities threatening to 
go on strike over the “delay” in implementation after the 
UGC panel submitted its report earlier this year.
“Seventh Pay Review committee for implementing the 
recommendations (of the 7th pay commission) in educa-

tional institutions, universities and colleges has submitted 
its report to the Ministry. I have constituted a committee 
headed by Higher education secretary to study them,” 
Union HRD minister Prakash Javadekar said.
The committee will have officials from finance ministry 
and other relevant offices and it will submit its final rec-
ommendations which will go to Cabinet, he added. Ja-
vadekar urged the teachers to refrain from going to strike 
in view of the examination time and to avoid any disrup-
tion in the academic functioning of the varsities.
“I appeal to everyone not to stage any protests as ex-
ams are around the corner and the ministry will ensure 
that justice is done to everyone. “Those who had some 
doubts whether government is moving in this direction, 
let me dispel their doubts that we have already started 
action and soon they will get good news,” he added.
The pay review committee of the UGC, which was formed 
last year and was headed by it member VS Chauhan, 
had recommended scrapping ad-hoc and temporary ap-
pointments of teachers across universities. The panel 
had also suggested that pay of teachers should be in 
accordance with the 7th central pay commission, which 
means the overall salary of teachers would also go up if 
the suggestion is accepted by the HRD ministry. Linking 
grants to universities to the vacant posts filled by them 
was also among the recommendations made by the com-
mittee.

 ‘Common duct policy’ soon
The Centre is likely to soon come out with a new policy 
under which a common duct will be laid across a city and 
service providers such as telcos and digital TV players 
can lease these ducts to pass their fibre through it to offer 
services to consumers.
The ‘common duct policy,’ for which Telecom Regula-
tory Authority of India is carrying out pilots in Deoghar 
in Jharkhand, could reduce operational cost of firms, re-
move right of way challenges, while eliminating the need 
for frequent digging up of roads.
“We are talking about a common duct for all. Any service 
provider who enters a city digs up the city… we wanted 
that at least for fibre and power, we can make a common 
duct and whichever entity wants to offer services can use 
that duct to pass their fibre,” Trai Chairman R.S. Sharma 
said.
He added that this will also result in additional revenue 
for the municipalities and remove issues related to right 
of way.
“A common duct will be created for about 20 years. Once 
the duct is made, no service provider will be allowed to 
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dig the road,” he said.
‘Proof of concept’
“Common infrastructure has a lot of advantages… We 
are doing a proof of concept… At the end of the exercise, 
we should be able to come to a conclusion on whether 
such a proposal is replicable in other larger and smaller 
cities. Based on experience in Jharkhand, we should be 
able to give our proposal to the government.”
He said that the concept of common shared infrastruc-
ture had dispelled the myth that each service provider 
must individually own the entire backbone.
“Because of the tower sharing policy that myth has been 
broken.”

Navy test-fires land attack variant of BrahMos 
missile
The Indian Navy successfully carried out the maiden test-
firing of the land attack variant of BrahMos supersonic 
cruise missile from a stealth frigate in the Bay of Bengal. 
The test-firing is seen as a major capability addition as, 
so far, the Navy has inducted only the anti-ship variant in 
many of the frontline vessels.
“This variant of Long Range BrahMos Missile was fired 
from Indian Naval Ship Teg, a guided missile frigate, on a 
target on land,” the Navy said in a statement.
Explaining the significance of the development, the state-
ment said the land attack variant provides the naval ships 
the capability “to precisely neutralise selected targets 
deep inland, far away from coast, from stand-off ranges 
at sea.”
Majority of the frontline ships of the Navy, like the Kol-
kata, Ranvir and Teg classes of ships, are capable of fir-
ing this missile.
BrahMos, derived from Russian P-800 Oniks or Yakhont 
missile, is a joint product of India and Russia.
The present range of the BrahMos is 290 km, which is 
now in the process of being extended up to 450 km fol-
lowing India’s entry into the Missile Technology Control 
Regime last year.

Jaitley raises H-1B issue with U.S. Commerce 
Secretary
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley has raised with U.S. Com-
merce Secretary Wilbur Ross India’s concerns over the 
Trump administration’s move to tighten the H-1B visa re-
gime, highlighting the key role played by Indian profes-
sionals in boosting the American economy.
President Donald Trump this week signed an executive 

order for tightening the rules of the H-1B visa programme 
to stop its “abuse” and ensure that the visas are given to 
the “most-skilled or highest paid” petitioners, a decision 
that would impact India’s $150 billion IT industry.
The Indian IT industry has expressed serious concerns 
over the U.S.’ move to tighten the rules for grant of the 
H-1B visa, mainly used by domestic IT professionals for 
short-term work.
During the meeting, Mr. Jaitley raised the issue of recent 
executive orders which indicate a possible tightening of 
the H-1B visa regime.
He outlined the significant contributions that skilled In-
dian professionals have made to the U.S. economy and 
expressed the hope that the U.S. administration will take 
this aspect into consideration while taking any decision.
During the meeting — the first cabinet-level interaction 
between the two countries under the Trump Administra-
tion — Mr. Ross is believed to have said that the U.S. has 
started the process of reviewing H-1B visas issues and 
no decision has been taken on them yet, they said.
Mr. Ross is understood to have said that whatever the 
outcome of the review process, the Trump administra-
tion’s objective is to have a merit-based immigration pol-
icy that gives preference to highly-skilled professionals.
The executive order signed by Mr. Trump earlier this 
week calls for a review of H-1B visas by the departments 
of State, Labour, Homeland Security and Justice.
The H-1B visa is a non-immigrant visa that allows U.S. 
companies to employ foreign workers in speciality occu-
pations that require theoretical or technical expertise in 
specialised fields.

Civil Aviation Ministry to check 
overbooking by airlines
The Civil Aviation Ministry has swung into action to crack 
down on the incidence of overbooking on domestic flights 
which rose by more than 60% in the last eight months 
despite stiff compensation rules for airlines.
Such overbooking has resulted in thousands of passen-
gers being denied boarding despite holding a ticket.
“We may issue clear guidelines for airlines to follow in 
case they deny boarding to passengers on overbooked 
flights,” said a senior ministry official.
Civil Aviation Secretary R.N. Choubey has called a meet-
ing with the Directorate General of Civil Aviation (DGCA) 
chief B.S. Bhullar and other officials from the DGCA and 
the Civil Aviation Ministry to discuss the rising number of 
boarding denial cases in 2016-17.
Fresh guidelines
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While an outright ban on the practice of airlines over-
booking flights is not being considered yet, the Ministry 
may issue fresh guidelines for domestic airlines on over-
booked flights.

Many airlines in India as well as abroad tend to issue 
confirmed bookings to more passengers than the number 
of seats available on a flight in anticipation of a few ticket 
cancellations and to reduce the possibility of departing 
with empty seats.
Airlines may deny boarding even in cases when passen-
gers may be holding confirmed bookings for travel on a 
flight.
Passengers get compensation in form of cash, hotel ac-
commodation or alternative flight for being denied board-
ing.
Earlier this month, American carrier United Airlines force-
fully evicted a passenger on a ‘sold out’ Chicago-Louis-
ville flight but its brand as well as stock value took a hit as 
the video of the incident went viral on the social media.
The cases of overbooked flights have risen sharply since 
last year even after the government’s steep increase in 
compensation to passengers in August last year.
In the eight months between August 2016 and March 
2017, 14,270 passengers on domestic Indian flights were 
not allowed to board their flights — a 60% increase from 
the year-earlier period.
Jet Airways accounted for the highest proportion of cases 
related to boarding denial at 84%, followed by Air India 
with 11.1% of such cases from August 2016-March 2017 
after the higher compensation regulation kicked in.
“There are adequate penalties on airlines for denying 
boarding to passengers. It can be reviewed time to time 
based on feedback from passengers and other stake-
holders,” said Amber Dubey, partner and India head of 
aerospace and defence at global consultancy KPMG.
Cost versus penalty
“At the same time, penalties should not be so exces-
sive that airlines find it cheaper to fly empty seats. Every 
empty seat comes at a cost. That cost will ultimately be 

recovered from passengers,” he added.
Mr. Dubey said the number of denied boarding cases in 
2016-17 stood at about 2 per 10,000 passengers in India 
— far less than the international trend which is about 6-7 
per 10,000 passengers.
“Overbooking is a global phenomenon. It helps maximise 
capacity utilisation and hence bring down airfares.
“Overbooking is done considering statistical trends of 
last minute cancellations and also availability of alternate 
flights on that sector,” Mr. Dubey said.
Global airline body International Air Transport Associa-
tion said overbooking of seats helps in keeping fares low 
as airlines maximise their revenue by filling more seats.
“Airlines should be allowed to continue long-established 
overbooking practices,” the IATA’s position paper on flight 
overbooking had said.
“The airline business is unique in that once a flight takes 
off, the seats on that flight are no longer available for 
sale; it’s a time-sensitive, perishable product,” the paper 
had said.

NITI Aayog offers a chance to learn: PM
Prime Minister Narendra Modi late called the NITI Aay-
og’s Governing Council meeting, scheduled for Sunday, 
an opportunity to learn about the best practices of various 
states.
At the meeting, NITI Aayog Vice-chairman Arvind Pana-
gariya will speak about the way ahead for India’s rapid 
transformation, Mr. Modi said. There will also be a pres-
entation on the GST.
“Will chair the 3rd meeting of the @NITIAayog Govern-
ing Council tomorrow. Looking forward to wide ranging 
discussions on key policy issues,” the Prime Minister 
tweeted.
“I look forward to hearing from the State Chief Ministers 
on their unique developmental efforts to transform India,” 
he added.
He said the States have carried out reforms in many ar-
eas. “Tomorrow’s @NITIAayog meeting is an opportunity 
to learn best practices from each other,” he said in an-
other tweet.
Mr. Modi said Madhya Pradesh Chief Minister Shivraj 
Singh Chouhan, “who has revolutionised the agriculture 
sector” in his State, will share a presentation on the road-
map to double income of farmers. The Council includes 
all Chief Ministers, NITI Aayog members and special in-
vitees.
Digital payments
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Making recommendations for reforms in agriculture and 
promoting digital payments are among the significant 
achievements of NITI Aayog over the last three years, an 
official statement said on Saturday.
Government had set up NITI Aayog (National Institution 
for Transforming India) on January 1, 2015 to replace 65-
year old socialist-era body, the Planning Commission.
Listing out its significant achievements in the last three 
years, the Aayog said it has formulated a Model Agricul-
tural Land Leasing Act, 2016 to both recognise the rights 
of the tenant and safeguard interest of landowners.
The government’s think tank also said that a commit-
tee chaired by vice-chairman of NITI Aayog has recom-
mended scrapping of the Medical Council of India and 
suggested a new body for regulating medical education. 
“The draft legislation for the proposed National Medical 
Commission has been submitted to the government for 
further action,” it said.
The NITI Aayog had also constituted a committee of 
CMs on digital payments on November 30, 2016 with the 
Andhra Pradesh CM Chandrababu Naidu as the Con-
vener to promote transparency, financial inclusion and a 
healthy financial ecosystem nationwide.

NITI Aayog moots taxing agriculture income
Government think-tank NITI Aayog has suggested that 
agriculture income be brought under the purview of per-
sonal Income Tax in a bid to curb tax evasion.
In its three-year action agenda, discussed at the Gov-
erning Council meeting, the Aayog reasoned that non-
agricultural entities sometimes use the blanket relief to 
evade taxes.
“All agricultural income is currently exempted from In-
come Tax regardless of its size. While the provision is 
meant to protect farmers, non-agricultural entities some-
times use it to evade taxes by declaring agriculture as the 
source of their income,” a senior official told The Hindu.
“In order to mitigate the generation of black money, the 
loopholes need to be plugged,” the official said.
“A key limitation of personal Income Tax regime is the 
small tax base. In assessment year 2014-15, only 3.65 
crore individuals filed returns. Of this group, only 1.91 
crore individuals or around 1.5% of the population paid 
any Income Tax at all,” the official said.
The official added that this situation was not optimal. 
“Therefore, we should endeavour to bring a large number 
of citizens into the direct tax net even if their tax liabilities 
are minimal.”
Widening tax base

Speaking at a press conference, NITI Aayog Member 
Bibek Debroy said this would widen the tax base and 
more funds could be made available for the social sector 
schemes.
“On the personal Income Tax side, exemption should 
go... also tax rural sector, including agriculture income, 
above certain threshold,” Mr. Debroy said. There were 
about 225 million households in India of which roughly 
2/3rd were in rural India. Rural India, he said, was effec-
tively out of the purview of all personal income taxation.

Farm incomes not to be taxed, says Jaitley
Union Finance, Defence and Corporate Affairs Minister 
Arun Jaitley ‘categorically’ dismissed any prospect of the 
government bringing agricultural income into the income 
tax net in a statement issued  to quell confusion about a 
review of the current tax treatment of agricultural income 
mooted by the Centre’s think tank NITI Aayog.
“As per the Constitutional Allocation of Powers, the Cen-
tral government has no jurisdiction to impose tax on agri-
cultural income,” he added.

The Finance Minister’s swift clarification is being seen as 
an attempt to nip in the bud any potential controversy on 
a sensitive issue pertaining to farmers and rural India.
“I have read the paragraph in NITI Aayog Report entitled 
‘Income tax on agriculture income’. To obviate any confu-
sion on the subject, I categorically state that the Central 
Government has no plan to impose any tax on agriculture 
income,” Mr. Jaitley said in a statement issued.

Aadhaar-PAN linkage to plug tax leaks: SC
The court had passed orders in September 2013, March 
2014, August 2015 and September 2016 on the basis 
of the government’s assurances that the requirement of 
Aadhaar for welfare schemes would continue to be vol-
untary.
“Today we are dealing with a statutory provision [Sec-
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tion 139AA] and not administrative actions of the govern-
ment for which the undertakings were given. Can you say 
Parliament should be precluded from performing its duty 
of making laws because undertakings were given to this 
court?” Justice Bhushan asked Mr. Datar.
Legality of Sec 139AA
Both Mr. Datar and Mr. Divan had, at the very beginning 
of the hearing, told the court that their challenge was fo-
cused on the legality of Section 139AA and not about the 
Aadhaar scheme as a violation of the citizen’s right to 
privacy.
“So, if you are not challenging the privacy aspect of Aad-
haar, dispute over Section 139AA boils down to the re-
placement of one system [PAN] with another [Aadhaar]... 
It is not for this court to question the wisdom of Parliament 
and say PAN is better than Aadhaar. We cannot question 
Parliament’s law unless there is a violation of fundamen-
tal rights like Articles 14, 19,” Justice Sikri observed.
Mr. Datar argued that Section 139AA only pertained to 
individuals and did not extend to companies and firms.
“How will it help their avowed objective to stop black 
money and make cash transactions transparent, if Sec-
tion 139AA is limited to just individuals,” Mr. Datar asked. 
He said this was plain discrimination in violation of Article 
14 of the Constitution.
“But Mr. Datar, Aadhaar is only meant for individuals and 
not companies. How can you call this discrimination?” 
Justice Sikri asked.

Reorient social sector subsidies: NITI Aayog
India’s social sector subsidies should be reoriented so 
that beneficiaries don’t become dependent on them, the 
NITI Aayog said.
In its three-year action plan for the economy the govern-
ment think-tank mooted a reduction in food subsidies as 
a proportion of GDP by 2019-20 through better targeting 
and rationalisation measures.
“Within revenue expenditures, subsidies have tended 
to crowd out the socially more productive expenditures 
such as those on education and health,” the Aayog point-
ed out.
“The social subsidies should be reoriented so that ben-
eficiaries become economically independent instead of 
remaining perpetually dependent on them,” it said.
While in absolute terms, the allocation towards food sub-
sidy, as per the Aayog, will increase marginally to Rs. 
1.57 lakh crore from Rs. 1.24 lakh crore, as a proportion 
to GDP, the expenditure will come down to 0.73% from 
0.90% in 2015-16.

“Given the recent subsidy rationalisation measures un-
dertaken by the government, and the scope for better 
targeting through the use of the socio-economy caste 
survey, there is a scope to contain the food subsidy ex-
penditure in future,” the Aayog has said in the three-year 
action plan document accessed by The Hindu .
“Therefore, our allocations are based on reduction in food 
subsidy as a proportion to GDP from 0.90% in 2015-16 to 
0.73% in 2019-20,” it said.
Fertiliser subsidies
As the government has been able to contain the expendi-
ture on fertiliser subsidies to Rs. 70,000 crore in the past 
few years, the Aayog expects it to remain at this level for 
the next three years.

PM launches low-cost regional flights
The Prime Minister inaugurated the first UDAN flight 
on the Shimla-Delhi route and simultaneously flagged 
off flights on the Kadapa-Hyderabad and Nanded-Hy-
derabad sectors through a video conference from Shimla.
“I had always wanted the man in streets wearing hawai 
chappals (slippers) to do a hawai yatra (plane journey),” 
said the Prime Minister in his short address at Shimla’s 
Jubbarhatti airport.
The Shimla-Delhi flight is operated by Alliance Air, a sub-
sidiary of Air India, which has deployed its 42-seater ATR 
plane on this sector. The fare for 24 seats onteh flight has 
been fixed at Rs. 2,036.
However, the Shimla-Delhi flight can accommodate a 
maximum of 15 passengers, while the Delhi-Shimla flight 
can carry 35 passengers due to height and temperature 
factors, according to Air India.
Air India will receive a subsidy of Rs. 3,340 per passen-
ger from the government for capping the fare. The gov-
ernment will collect 80% of the subsidy by charging a levy 
of up to Rs. 50 per ticket on flights deployed on the na-
tional route. The remaining 20% will come from respec-
tive State governments.

Centre for online data protection
The Centre told the Supreme Court that the Telecom 
Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) was working on 
a new regulatory regime to ensure online data protec-
tion and the government fully supported the freedom of 
choice and privacy of individuals.
The government, represented by Additional Solicitor-
General Tushar Mehta, submitted before a five-judge 
Constitution Bench led by Justice Dipak Misra that a per-
son’s freedom of choice to share online his personal de-
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tails or keep them private should not be scuttled.
The Constitution Bench was hearing a challenge against the 2016 contract entered into between WhatsApp and Fa-
cebook to share information and personal details of millions of its users.
The petition contended that this was a violation of the users’ privacy and free speech.
“I respect their [users’] choice, that is why I give end-to-end encryption,” Kapil Sibal, counsel for WhatsApp, submitted.
K.K. Venugopal, counsel for Facebook, submitted that users had a choice to stop using the service. But the court 
disagreed with this submission.
“That is the freedom of negative choice and not exactly the freedom of choice we are discussing here,” Justice Misra 
observed orally.
The court has scheduled a hearing on May 15.
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Has SEBI asked Reliance to pay a hefty fine
The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) ini-
tiated a probe into certain trades done by Reliance In-
dustries Ltd. (RIL) in the shares of Reliance Petroleum 
Ltd. (RPL) in November 2007. The investigation led to 
the capital market regulator issuing a show-cause notice 
to RIL, among other entities, in December 2010.
According to the investigation — that lasted for 10 years 
— RIL made unlawful gains amounting to Rs. 513 crore. 
The 54-page order states that the gains “could not have 
been made but for the fraudulent and manipulative strat-
egy/pattern adopted by them.”
After the completion of the probe, during which RIL was 
given an opportunity to present its case, the regulator 
said the company would have to pay Rs. 447.27 crore, 
along with the interest calculated at the rate of 12% a 
year from November 29, 2007 till the date of payment.
Simply put, RIL will have to pay nearly Rs. 1,000 crore. 
SEBI has also barred RIL from dealing in the equity de-
rivatives segment for one year.
Were the trades unfair?
Though RIL disagrees with the findings, the regulator is 
of the view that the manner in which the company ex-
ecuted the trades in the cash and derivatives segments 
showed that there was unfair motive. The regulator based 
its case on the fact that there was one single person, an 
employee of a wholly-owned subsidiary of RIL, who was 
overseeing the trades to be executed in the cash and de-
rivatives segments. He was thus privy to information on 
when the company would be selling shares in the cash 
segment and also the positions that the company would 
be taking in the futures segment. Further, the trades in 
the cash segment were executed in the last half hour 
of the trading session on November 29, 2007, the last 
Thursday of the month when the settlement price of the 
derivative contracts are determined.
Incidentally, the settlement price of the futures contract is 
the volume weighted average price of the shares during 
the last half-hour of the trading session. The regulator 
also said that RIL took positions in the futures segment 
through 12 entities to circumvent the regulations related 
to permissible position limits for each individual client. 
The regulator found it unusual that some of the entities 
that were used to trade in the futures contracts of RPL 

had never traded in the derivatives segment before. As 
per the findings, the combination of trades in the cash 
and derivatives segments was done with the twin objec-
tive of “bringing down the price in the cash segment and 
consequently the derivatives segment of the RPL scrip” 
and “making further undue extraordinary profits on the 
open short positions in the derivatives segment.”
Surprisingly, the regulator has not passed any order 
against the individual — Sandeep Agarwal — who placed 
the orders in the cash and futures segment. Also, no stric-
ture has been passed against the directors/promoters of 
RIL, a common feature among the orders passed under 
Sections 11 and 11B of the SEBI Act.
How has Reliance responded?
Reliance Industries did not agree with the findings. It said 
the trades that SEBI has termed unfair and fraudulent 
were “genuine and bona fide.” These were carried out 
keeping the best interests of the company and its share-
holders in mind, it claimed.
It believes that the regulator has “misconstrued the true 
nature of the transactions and imposed unjustifiable 
sanctions.” The company plans to challenge the order at 
the Securities Appellate Tribunal (SAT), the forum where 
orders of the capital market regulator can be challenged. 
“We have full confidence in the judicial process and we 
propose to vigorously exercise all options available to us 
to challenge the untenable findings in the order,” RIL said 
in a statement. If SAT finds merit in RIL’s arguments, it can 
set aside the order and direct SEBI to take a fresh look 
at the matter. Alternatively, if SEBI wins the case, RIL has 
the option of filing an appeal at the Supreme Court. Given 
the high-profile nature of the case, it is most likely that the 
matter will be decided in the Supreme Court unless RIL 
gets a favourable ruling at SAT and consequently SEBI 
comes out with an order that is acceptable to one of the 
largest private sector entities of the country.

EPF to NPS: Should you jump ship?
If you’re a salaried employee, how would you like to switch 
from your staid old EPF (Employees Provident Fund) to 
the market-linked NPS (National Pension System)?
Though the government has mooted it, there are still le-
gal hurdles to cross before this option becomes a reality. 
But if given the choice to jump ship from EPF to NPS, 
should you do it? Here are the pros and cons.
Return and risk
If your retirement goal is to accumulate maximum wealth, 
never mind the risks. NPS is more likely to deliver it than 
EPF. This is because while EPF is restricted by mandate 

Economy
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to stick to safe bonds for the major portion of its portfolio 
(equities are capped at 15 per cent), the NPS allows you 
to park 50 per cent in equities. Over the long term, equi-
ties can deliver far better returns than safe bonds.
In the last five years, equity plans under NPS have de-
livered a 13-14 per cent annual return; the government 
bond plans an 8-10 per cent return and corporate debt 
11-11.5 per cent. So an investor who opted for 50-25-25 
mix between the three assets would have earned 11.25 
to 12.4 per cent annually. The EPFO, in this period, has 
delivered 8.25-8.8 per cent.

However, the high returns on NPS are a function of mar-
ket conditions. Three years ago, the returns were less 
than impressive. The EPFO, in contrast, ‘declares’ its 
yearly interest based on the difference between its in-
come and expenses. Enormous public pressure has so 
far ensured that it hasn’t trimmed its rates, even when 
market rates dip sharply.
Early exit
The EPFO also allows you to take an advance from your 
account during your service to deal with specific emer-
gency needs. There’s a cap on the amount you can with-
draw for each purpose.
The NPS ties your hands by mandating that 80 per cent 
of your corpus, in case of early retirement, has to be in-
vested in an annuity plan. Partial withdrawals of up to 25 
per cent of your contribution are allowed before 60. To 
withdraw, you must have completed 10 years with NPS 
and prove end-use.
Withdrawals are capped at three times, with a gap of five 
years between each.
While EPF is quite inflexible during your investment 
years, it imposes no conditions on your final retirement 
proceeds. You can withdraw your investment and ac-
cumulations from the scheme at retirement and do with 
them as you please.
NPS is restrictive and requires you to compulsorily use 
40 per cent of your final corpus after retirement to buy 
an immediate annuity plan from empanelled insurers. Im-

mediate annuity plans guarantee a fixed income for the 
rest of your life, but lock you into measly, taxable returns.
Taxation
The EPF is among the rare investment vehicles still on an 
EEE regime — your investment, annual returns and the 
final withdrawal are all tax-free.
But the NPS is on an EET regime. Your annual contribu-
tions earn tax breaks up to Rs. 2 lakh a year. The returns 
aren’t taxed each year.
But at retirement, just 40 per cent of your accumulated 
kitty is exempt from tax, 20 per cent is clubbed with your 
income and taxed at your prevailing slab. The remaining 
40 per cent deployed in annuities becomes taxable when 
you receive it as regular income.
Overall, as things stand today, it makes a lot of sense to 
stick with the EPF and not make the switch.
The only aspect on which EPF really loses out to the NPS 
is its inability to deliver equity-linked returns.
But then, every retirement portfolio must have both a safe 
debt component and a risky component.
With its above-market interest rates and tax-free status, 
the EPF is the best parking ground for the safe portion of 
your retirement savings.
For the risky portion of your portfolio, consider balanced 
mutual funds, pure equity funds or the NPS, whichever 
takes your fancy.

GAAR raises issue of taxman’s powers
With the government implementing its anti tax avoidance 
rules from April 1, industry is concerned about the great-
er subjective authority being given to the tax department 
and how this could render transactions unprofitable.
The General Anti-Avoidance Rules (GAAR) is designed 
to prevent the avoidance of tax by taking advantage of 
international tax laws.
The rules say that if the major outcome of a transaction 
is a tax benefit and there is no sound business basis for 
the transaction, then the government can invoke GAAR 
and reclassify the transaction or the profits arising from it.
“The concern is about the arbitrary usage of the pow-
ers that the officers might have under GAAR,” Vipul Jha-
veri, Managing Partner, Tax and Regulatory at Deloitte 
Haskins & Sells told The Hindu . “Conceptually, if the 
power is used judiciously it can’t be anybody’s argument 
that any anti-avoidance rule is a bad thing.”
‘Creating subjectivity’
“Canada has had such a law since 1988 and they are 
still facing problems,” Neha Malhotra, Executive Director 



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 32
  News and Events of April 2017

Vo
l. 

32
  A

pr
  2

01
7

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

at Nangia and Co added. “Such rules create subjectivity. 
Suppose a transaction makes sound business sense but 
also results in substantial tax savings, and then does it 
make them a tax evader?”
Similarly, Mr Jhaveri explained, there could be cases 
where the tax benefit accrues upfront whereas the busi-
ness advantages of a transaction could accrue only with 
a delay. In such a case, would the transaction be treated 
as one conducted purely to evade tax?
In any case, tax experts agree that the government has 
included several safeguards against bullying by tax au-
thorities, such as several layers of permissions required 
before GAAR is invoked.
With the government implementing its anti tax avoidance 
rules from April 1, industry is concerned about the great-
er subjective authority being given to the tax department 
and how this could render transactions unprofitable.
The General Anti-Avoidance Rules (GAAR) are designed 
to prevent the avoidance of tax by taking advantage of 
international tax laws.
The rules say that if the major outcome of a transaction 
is a tax benefit and there is no sound business basis for 
the transaction, then the government can invoke GAAR 
and reclassify the transaction or the profits arising from it.
“The concern is about the arbitrary usage of the pow-
ers that the officers might have under GAAR,” Vipul Jha-
veri, Managing Partner, Tax and Regulatory at Deloitte 
Haskins & Sells told The Hindu . “Conceptually, if the 
power is used judiciously it can’t be anybody’s argument 
that any anti-avoidance rule is a bad thing.”

‘We’ll never be done with globalisation’
Among other things, Grundfos’ president dwells on how 
IoT can help prevent pump breakdowns
Danish major Grundfos manufactures about 60 mil-
lion pumps every year and has more than 80 different 
companies in almost 60 countries. Apart from spreading 
wings by adding facilities to understand the needs of the 
customers better, the group is keen on embracing digi-
talisation. “We want to add layers of benefit to the world 
of customers around the pumps,” according to Grundfos 
Holding A/S CEO and group president Mads Nipper. In 
an interaction recently with journalists from India at the 
Grundfos headquarters in Bjerringbro, Denmark, he 
shared perspectives on a range of issues. Excerpts:
In India, Grundfos is setting up a new facility 
at Ahmedabad. Can you give us a perspective 
on the expansion roadmap?
For many, many years we have been in Chennai and 
now opening [a plant] in Ahmedabad. We will open that, 

take our experience and [formulate] specific plans. Right 
now we don’t have a master plan saying what the next 
is. In two years, we will have more openings and in more 
places.
How do you see the Indian market?
India is one of our fastest-growing markets. It is a market 
with a phenomenal potential for our solutions. It is also a 
country that has a long and proud tradition for pump mak-
ing. We have wonderful opportunities.
Will you also consider inorganic growth?
No doubt, compared with the past two years, we are now 
opening up to acquiring companies. But, they have to fit. 
We are looking at it but want to ensure that not only the 
products, but also the way that business is done ethi-
cally, [fits in]. When we look at acquisition targets, in most 
cases there is simply too much we have to do to change. 
Therefore growing organically is in most cases the smart-
est thing.
At a global level, what strategy is Grundfos 
pursuing?
Besides opening new facilities in Ahmedabad, we are ex-
panding in China. Our globalisation will never be done, 
we think that the more local presence we have, the better 
it is. It is important for us to be present where our market 
is as, only then will we understand what the market is 
about. Only then we will be able to serve our customers 
as fast and well as we possibly can.
What are your other priorities?
Globalisation is not the only thing. A really big topic 
on our agenda, like it should be for every company, is 
digitalisation. Even though we will continue to make the 
world’s highest-quality, highest-efficiency pumps, we are 
convinced that the future is not going to be only about 
pumps. By leveraging digitalisation, by connecting our 
pumps, we can analyse and make sense of the data flow 
and thus can create even greater value.
If every single pump was connected through the Internet 
or to a cloud solution that will ensure they are always 
optimised exactly for what they should do... If pumps in 
a water utility are connected, our engineers, by study-
ing the way pumps vibrate, can tell within a month that 
something will break down and we can fix it before that 
happens. This could ensure that a city will not go without 
water or an industry’s production will not suddenly stop.
How important is digitalisation for a product 
like the pump?
Digitalisation will radically impact our business in future. 
But I am sure that you [can] never replace pumps. I have 
asked scientists and start-ups on whether there is an 
alternative way to transport water compared to pumps. 
None of them has an idea what that should be.
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Many companies are being disrupted by their core tech-
nology not being relevant any more. We don’t think there 
is a way of digitalising transportation of water. The im-
pact we can have, however, can become even greater by 
embracing digitalisation and thus add layers of benefit to 
customers. It will be a big threat if we don’t react to the 
trend.
On smart city projects?
I am convinced that the idea of leveraging technology 
and digitisation to make cities sustainable, liveable is a 
huge plus. Water supply and waste water transportation 
remain at the core of any city’s development. It is a fan-
tastic opportunity to partner with cities that have ambi-
tions to become smart.
Is the business environment in India conducive to scaling 
up operations?
I have no doubt that there is impatience to increase the 
effectiveness of the government set up. I am also sure 
over time [bureaucratic obstacles] have a good chance 
to go down. But until that happens the best thing is to 
have our people on the ground creating relations with 
government officials. There is also need to create and 
show senior management interest in India.
What do you think will be the impact of Brexit?
In isolation, we do not see Brexit as the single biggest 
risk for us. But if Brexit leads to other countries following 
suit and leaving the EU then it could mean that Europe 
would eventually dissolve and that could mean disaster. 
Not just for Grundfos, but for anybody trying to do busi-
ness in Europe, because that will increase protectionism, 
trade barriers, bureaucracy, different standards of legisla-
tion.
Short to mid-term... Brexit specifically will lead to a lower 
British Pound, which in turn will reduce our profitability 
because we cannot take one to one price increases.
Since we don’t have any important British competitors, 
we are sure that our business in U.K. will stay intact. The 
British government is already making quite a lot of in-
frastructure investments these days. As a paradox, there 
might be an upside to our business. What is of concern is 
that the togetherness of European countries is beginning 
to fall apart.

BS-III ban hits commercial vehicle makers 
hard
The Supreme Court’s (SC) ban on the sale and registra-
tion of BS-III vehicles from April 1, 2017 has hit commer-
cial vehicle (CV) manufacturers hard as the order is es-

timated to have cost them Rs. 2,500 crore, including the 
steep discounts they have had to offer in the last three 
days of March to clear as much inventory as possible.
“The discounts and incentives on vehicles sold till March 
31, 2017 are expected to have cost CV manufacturers 
about Rs. 1,200 crore. Additionally Rs. 1,300 crore would 
be incurred to dispose of the unsold inventory (including 
exports),” said Crisil in a report.
While the two-wheeler segment witnessed marginal im-
pact with most of the BS-III bikes and scooters being sold 
with up to 30% discounts, the passenger car segment 
remained largely unaffected as this segment had mostly 
shifted to BS-IV beginning last year.
The CV makers had built up large inventory and even 
continued to manufacture BS-III vehicles till March in an-
ticipation of strong buying in April given the price increas-
es of 8% to 10% expected on BS-IV vehicles.
Bloated inventories
“This has bloated up inventories. When the SC ruling 
came, CV dealers’ inventory at risk was around 97,000 
units valued at Rs. 11,600 crore,” the report said.
The CV industry is believed to have sold 55% of the in-
ventory by offering discounts of up to 40% on the sticker 
price thus bearing a cost of Rs. 1,200 crore.
As many as 40,000 to 45,000 units of unsold inventory ly-
ing with dealers would be returned in the coming months.
These units are likely to upgraded to BS-IV or disman-
tled for spares or would be exported in the coming six 
months.
Truck makers
“Assuming the truck makers would have to incur an addi-
tional Rs. 3-4 lakh per vehicle on reverse logistics and re-
modeling to BS-IV, it would mean an additional expense 
of Rs. 1,300 crore,” Crisil said in the report.

‘SASEC Group can add $70 bn. to GDP’
Finance Ministers of the member countries of the South 
Asia Subregional Economic Cooperation (SASEC) 
grouping said the growing cooperation between them 
could generate an incremental $70 billion in GDP and 
additional employment of 20 million annually by 2025.
The joint statement, made in Delhi following a meeting of 
the Finance Ministers from Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, 
Nepal, Maldives, and Sri Lanka, also welcomed Myan-
mar into the coalition.
“We envision SASEC to be powering Asia in the 21st 
century,” the joint statement said. “We will accelerate and 
sustain the growth momentum of recent years by unlock-
ing the hitherto untapped potential of the subregion’s 
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natural resources, industry and infrastructure through 
subregional cooperation. “We believe that these syner-
gies can generate annually, an estimated $70 billion in 
incremental GDP and 20 million in incremental aggregate 
employment by 2025,” the statement said.
To do this, the countries will leverage natural resource-
based industries by tapping into latent industrial demand 
in the subregion and promote subregional industry- to-
industry links to develop regional value chains and en-
hance the area’s competitiveness.
The Finance Ministers also committed to enhance the 
connectivity within the member countries and between 
them to improve productivity.
Myanmar’s role
“We welcome Myanmar, which recently joined the SASEC 
family. We recognise Myanmar’s important role in linking 
South Asia, and Southeast and East Asia–a vital impera-
tive in boosting economic activity in Asia in this time of 
subdued global growth,” the statement said.
The Finance Ministers also reflected on the achieve-
ments of the grouping and the member-countries over 
the last 16 years.

‘My focus will be on start-ups’
Cognizant Technology Solutions announced last week 
that its vice-chairmanLakshmi Narayanan had decided 
not to seek re-election to the company’s board. Mr. Naray-
anan led the company as CEO between 2003 and 2006, 
when the firm crossed the billion-dollar mark in revenue. 
In that period, the headcount, which is the mainstay for 
IT services firms, rose more than fourfold to about 39,000 
even as market capitalisation climbed almost five times 
to about $13.4 billion. He spoke to The Hindu about how 
he looks back at his tenure, as well as about the environ-
ment the industry finds itself in now. Excerpts:
What is your greatest achievement in your 
tenure as CEO and vice-chairman?
Looking back, the most important thing is the basic val-
ues and the culture that we built in the company. Apart 
from the external values of customer-centricity, growth, 
ethics etc., the internal value of making individuals au-
tonomous, empowering people so that they are entre-
preneurial and building a business was satisfying. More 
importantly, that empowerment and autonomy is given at 
a younger age. They are the ones who are building the 
company and they are delivering day in and day out. I 
think that is one of the biggest legacies of Cognizant as 
a company. This is really fulfilling for me. Young minds, 

energised, have the opportunity to do what they want in 
the firm and be happy about it.
Any challenges you overcame and which gave 
you satisfaction?
In any industry, traditionally, you would have sales and 
project delivery. For the technology industry, it is delivery, 
sales and innovation. What drives future sales is what 
you innovate on today. With innovation, you are not un-
der constant revenue pressure, for today, you don’t have 
to sell something but you are visualising the future. Its 
value will be realised much later. That is quite difficult be-
cause you have to look at where the industry will be after 
a few years and come up with a solution for that today so 
that we are ready. That is one challenge different in this 
industry compared to other industries.

Has the IT industry done enough on innova-
tion, given the challenges now from automa-
tion and demand for digital services?
In terms of preparedness, the industry has recognised 
the importance of investing in innovation quite some time 
back. Look at the inflection points. Transitioning from the 
year 2000 to the next goal was a challenge. Many com-
panies lost their way and wound up. The dotcom bust 
was another inflection point when a number of companies 
bolted. So the message that they have to be prepared for 
the future was very clear. But how much to invest, and 
how fast to go… these matter the most. Companies that 
have invested early enough in terms of acquisitions are 
getting the benefit. For example, Accenture has invested 
so much in acquisitions in the last 2-3 years and they are 
ahead of the game. Cognizant has also made a number 
of acquisitions, both big and small, to be prepared for the 
future. I was looking at an investment we made— Meas-
ure, a drone service company. It has certified pilots who 
would fly these drones. Why it was important for us was 
something that I questioned. It then struck me that the 
applications that you can enable with these pilots sitting 
in a remote place, in future, and flying these drones to 
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check out, for instance, telecom towers. You don’t have 
to climb up the towers to check out the antennae. The 
drones can click pictures. It may not be appealing imme-
diately but when you look at long-term growth, it is good.
Will you now focus more on start-ups, with 
which you have already been spending time?
I will focus more on start-ups. These are people with great 
ideas, they have the energy but they need to be guided to 
encourage them to think big, dream big and to focus on 
values, and on the ethics of doing business right from the 
beginning so that they don’t have to compromise. If they 
focus on all this, even if they grow to become large firms, 
they will not have any challenges.
People like us can provide a lot of help here: how to get 
funding, how they should develop for the long-term…
The Stayzilla issue has shaken up the start-up 
ecosystem. Your views?
In a roadside accident, it’s never one person’s fault. Both 
are losers. In the Stayzilla case, they could have dis-
cussed it and managed it. By getting into a tussle, there 
will never be any winner. If you want to create a win-win 
situation, it’s only through negotiation, discussion; and 
that’s something both could have done in this case.
In a downturn, activist shareholders tend to 
demand buybacks or dividends. Cognizant 
and others have announced buybacks. Is this 
healthy?
The Cognizant board had been discussing all the points 
that Elliott Management, the shareholder, brought up. For 
at least for a couple of years, we had mulled on these — 
capital allocation, the margins… they had been constant-
ly discussed but we had not set them into action. Elliott 
acted as a trigger. We never took an attitude that they are 
dictating terms and that we would fight this. We can cre-
ate a win-win situation by collaborating. These were fan-
tastic ideas and we put those into action. In this particular 
case, it was beneficial for the firm as well as the investor.

RBI holds policy rate, raises reverse repo rate
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) kept the key policy rate, 
the repo rate, unchanged in the first bimonthly policy re-
view of 2017-18 but narrowed the policy corridor by 25 
bps by raising the reverse repo rate to 6%, from 5.75%.
All six members of the monetary policy committee (MPC) 
— which decides interest rates — voted in favour of the 
decision.
The central bank said the policy decision was consistent 
with the neutral policy stance with the objective of achiev-
ing the medium-term target for retail inflation, which is 

4%.
“The MPC saw the path of inflation in 2017-18 challenged 
by upside risks and unfavourable base effects towards 
the second half of the year,” Urjit Patel, Governor, RBI, 
said in the post policy press conference.
“Accordingly, inflation developments have to be closely 
monitored with food price pressures can be checked so 
that inflation expectations can be anchored.”
The central bank said the future course of monetary pol-
icy would largely depend on incoming data on how mac-
roeconomic conditions are evolving.
‘Softer’ tone expected
While the repo rate action was in line with market ex-
pectations, the Governor’s ‘hawkish’ tone disappointed 
bond traders who were expecting a softer tone. Yield on 
the 10-year benchmark bond hardened to 6.77% as com-
pared with its previous close of 6.65%.
RBI said the path to achieving 4% inflation would be chal-
lenging. The central bank has set its inflation projection to 
an average of 4.5% in the first half of 2017-18 and 5% in 
the second half, while keeping its GVA growth projection 
unchanged at 7.4% for FY18 as compared with 6.7% in 
FY17.
“The move to the 4% target inflation will be challenging. 
There is no lucky dis-inflationary forces in the horizon 
that were there in the past,” RBI executive director in-
charge of monetary policy, Micheal Patra said.
The central bank said surplus liquidity in the banking sys-
tem had fallen from close to Rs. 8 lakh crore in January to 
Rs. 4.8 lakh crore in March. It also said it had proposed a 
standing deposit facility to the government in November 
2015, approval for which was still awaited.
SDF is a mechanism to drain surplus cash at a rate lower 
than the repo rate without the need for any collateral. “We 
are awaiting a decision on our preferred facility, which 
is the standing deposit facility,” Deputy Governor Viral 
Acharya said. “Beyond that, we may deploy other tools 
if our toolkit remains constrained and contingencies that 
arise so demand.”
Analysts said there were upside risks to the 4% target 
and there was a possibility of an increase in the cash 
reserve ratio, going forward.
“We expect higher rural wage growth, a narrowing output 
gap and adverse base effects to push inflation closer to 
5.5-6.0% in H2 FY18,” Nomura said in a report to its cli-
ents. “As inflation risks become apparent, we also expect 
a 100 bps CRR hike in H2 2017 to absorb surplus liquid-
ity,” it said.
Though RBI has not reduced the repo rate, banks still 
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have scope to cut lending rates, the central bank said.
It added that the small savings rates should also be low-
ered as it noted that these rates are 61-95 bps higher 
compared with the ‘what-if’ formula (which was intro-
duced in April 2016 to calculate it).

Macroeconomic snapshot: Indicators suggest 
a fragile global recovery is on
Indicators across the US, euro zone and China suggest 
that a fragile global recovery is still under way.
The global economy, however, is not without risks.
Global liquidity has continued to be a major driver for the 
financial markets.
In the US, consumer and business sentiment remains 
stable, while wage inflation continues to trend higher.
Economic growth in the US will depend on the timing and 
implementation of expansionary fiscal policies.
Although industrial production growth in the eurozone 
slowed marginally in January, it remains stable at around 
1.9% year-on-year on a three-month moving average ba-
sis.
 

RBI targets excess liquidity in continuing 
focus on inflation
The Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI’s) monetary policy 
committee (MPC)  decided to raise the reverse repo rate, 
at which it drains excess liquidity from the banking sys-
tem, by 25 basis points, reflecting its steadfast pursuit of 
inflation management.
The unanimous decision by the six-member committee 
to raise the rate to 6% is largely to ensure that banking 
system liquidity is consistent with the neutral monetary 
policy stance RBI adopted in February. One basis point 
is one-hundredth of a percentage point.
RBI reiterated that it would use the many tools at its dis-
posal, such as cash management bills and market sta-
bilization bonds, to ensure that liquidity is brought close 
to a neutral (neither surplus nor deficit) level. It also said 
another tool, the so-called Standing Deposit Facility, un-
der which banks can park their funds with RBI without 
receiving bonds as collateral, was being examined by the 
government. 
Average surplus liquidity in the banking system was 
Rs4.4 trillion in March as the invalidation of high-value 
currency notes in November led to a flood of deposits, 
prompting economists to express concern that this would 
fuel inflation in the days ahead.
“When it comes to inflation, the MPC is choosing to be 

conservative,” said Gaurav Kapur, chief economist at In-
dusInd Bank. “It has reiterated 4% inflation in the medium 
term as a core objective. Raising the reverse repo rate is 
a step towards ensuring that the liquidity management is 
in line with the neutral stance.”

While the committee noted that risks to inflation are 
“evenly balanced” currently, it also listed several threats. 
The main upside risks come from the uncertainty sur-
rounding the monsoon, the implementation of the house 
rent allowance component of the seventh pay commis-
sion award and one-off effects from the goods and ser-
vices tax.  “The general government deficit, which is high 
by international comparison, poses yet another risk for 
the path of inflation, which is likely to be exacerbated by 
farm loan waivers,” said the monetary policy statement. 
Wholesale inflation soared to a 39-month high of 6.55% 
while retail inflation too inched up to 3.65% in February, 
signalling that inflation continues to be a concern for the 
regulator. Many economists expect no further rate cuts 
this financial year. 
“The policy has highlighted the upside risks to inflation 
despite the fact that global risks have subsided. This 
means the central bank is keeping a close watch on do-
mestic risks. We are therefore looking at a prolonged 
pause before any action is taken this year,” said Upasna 
Bhardwaj, senior economist at Kotak Mahindra Bank Ltd. 
In a separate report , RBI’s staff economists have project-
ed 4.9% consumer price inflation in the quarter ending 
March 2018 and 4.6% in the three months ending March 
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2019, both higher than its medium-term target. 
Two other facts highlight this risk. 
One, household inflation expectations continue to rise. 
The March round of RBI’s survey of urban households 
showed an increase of 20-50 basis points in inflation 
expectations over the December round, when they had 
declined. 
Two, the central bank has projected gross value added 
growth of 7.4% for the current financial year and 8.1% for 
fiscal 2018-19.
“The output gap (the gap between potential output and 
what the economy is actually producing) is gradually 
closing. Consequently, aggregate demand pressures 
could build up, with implications for the inflation trajec-
tory,” the policy statement said. 
What does this mean for lending rates? 
RBI has kept the repo rate, at which it infuses liquidity 
into the banking system, unchanged, while it has reduced 
the marginal standing facility rate (at which banks borrow 
from RBI beyond what is allowed under the repo window) 
by 25 basis points to 6.5%. 
“Banks have reduced lending rates, although further 
scope for a more complete transmission of policy im-
pulses remains, including for small savings/administered 
rates,” the statement said.

IRDAI asks insurers to fill cybersecurity 
posts by April
Insurance regulator IRDAI has directed insurers to ap-
point a Chief Information Security Officer (CISO) each 
by April 30.
Permitting them to either appoint or designate a suitably 
qualified and experienced senior level officer, the Author-
ity said the CISO would be responsible for “articulating 
and enforcing the policies to protect their information as-
sets and formation of Information Security Committee.”
The directive on the CISO is one of the measures the 
regulator has mandated in the Guidelines on Information 
and Cyber Security for Insurers that it released.
The directive follows an October decision of the Insur-
ance Regulatory and Development Authority of India (IR-
DAI) to formulate a comprehensive information and cyber 
security framework and last month’s exposure draft on 
the framework.
Noting that the guidelines were based on the feedback 
received to the draft, the other measures that IRDAI 
wants insurance firms to implement include having in 
place a Cyber Crisis Management Plan by June 30. It 
wants them to also finalise a board-approved Informa-

tion and Cyber Security Policy by July 31 as well as an 
Information and Cyber Security assurance programme 
(implementation plan / guidelines) by September 30.

Every 5-7 years we must bring in new notes
Technology is a double-edged weapon; it is available not 
only to bankers but also to counterfeiters
R. Gandhi, who recently retired as Deputy Governor of 
the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), oversaw the curren-
cy management department in the central bank which 
played a critical role during the demonetisation exercise. 
The veteran central banker shared insights on how the 
central bank handled the issue and the way forward to 
tackle counterfeit notes. Edited excerpts:
After spending 37 years in Reserve Bank of 
India, what will you consider as the two most 
difficult phases?
Of course, 1991 was first major troublesome period we 
had after the Harshad Mehta scam broke out. RBI got 
into a quite a bit of criticism though we believe people 
have misunderstood our role. Thereafter we had to shift 
our focus, our internal processes, and we brought a lot 
of changes. It also was the same period when economic 
reforms started. This was one of the turning points when 
I look back.
The other one is, of course, is the recent demonetization 
exercise, which also had quite an impact. So, these two 
events stand out.
During demonetisation RBI had to face criti-
cism...
No central bank in the world can ever avoid criticism. 
The reason is that the central bank also looks beyond 
the normal horizon. Keeping that long-term perspective, 
we have to take certain decisions, which are not well ap-
preciated or well understood in the short run. We will not 
be perturbed by such criticism.
What are the lessons from demonetisation for 
a regulator?
One lesson we learned is that people will be able to sus-
tain a certain amount of pain provided it is for a larger pur-
pose. So, if your objective is right, you need not hesitate 
to take such decisions. Normally, while taking such a de-
cision [of note withdrawal], we tend to hesitate because it 
will create large scale inconvenience to the public.
Earlier, we used to withdraw notes quietly. The public 
would not have known that we are withdrawing old series 
notes. In 2014, we took a call let us make a conscious 
announcement to withdraw pre-2005 series notes. That 
time we also debated a lot whether we should announce 
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it as we thought this may create panic or people losing 
confidence in currency. So we were very hesitant.
But post-demonetisation, we have learned that if the pur-
pose is right, people will agree to suffer for a brief period.
What is the strategy to curb counterfeiting of 
notes?
Technology is available not only to central bankers but 
also the counterfeiters. Technology is a double-edged 
weapon. So, we need to issue new series of notes much, 
much faster. Every five to seven years we should nec-
essarily bring in new series of notes to be ahead of the 
counterfeiters. And in the process, we should be able to 
withdraw the old series notes.
Currency management is also a logistical is-
sue. How can this be made more efficient?
Current management is nothing but supply chain man-
agement – with good planning, we can deliver the things. 
Earlier, the supply chain management used to be from 
presses to RBI, then to currency chest and then to banks. 
That was the sequence. This process used to take sev-
eral weeks.
During the demonetisation process, we could deliver 
the notes in terms of days and not weeks. We followed 
a different model this time – the hub and spoke model. 
We directly send notes from the presses to the chests in 
identified locations. We had chosen chests in key loca-
tions, which we call hub, from where it was distributed to 
other chests and bank branches. That way large scale 
movement of currency was ensured in the shortest pos-
sible time.
One of the ideas that we are propounding is that of mega 
currency chests, which will act as hubs. Roughly in each 
district, one big currency chests should be there. That 
chest should be able to cater to all the other chests in the 
district in the shortest possible time. A pilot was commis-
sioned during the demonetisation period.
Did demonetisation exercise come as a sur-
prise to you?
The whole discussion started long back, sometime in 
2016 only. So, that did not come as a surprise.
Okay. But, was the date a surprise…
Of course, date was finalised by the government. We 
never knew what will be the date. As a concept, it was 
debated, preparations had been going on.
Was the discussion started during Raghuram Rajan’s 
time?
Yes, it started during his time.
Do we need Rs. 200 notes in the system?
Any country will have various type of notes. Standards 
are 1 series, 2 series and 5 series. Earlier, we saw Rs. 1, 

Rs. 2 and Rs. 5 notes. Now, we have Rs. 10, Rs. 20 and 
Rs. 50. We also have Rs. 100 and Rs. 500, but Rs. 200 
note is the missing one. It is a natural phenomenon that 
the gap will be filled. For conducting day to day transac-
tions, the idea is that one should be able to complete a 
transaction with the least number of currency notes. So, 
the 2 series plays an important role.
Is there a plan to bring back Rs. 1,000 denomi-
nation notes?
The government has said that they don’t intend to bring 
it immediately.
The Rs. 2,000 note and the new Rs. 500 are smaller in 
size ... What is the reason behind the decision?
These new series notes are of an international standard, 
that is why we have changed it. With a smaller size, we 
could print more pieces of currency note out of one sheet. 
Production has increased roughly by 20%.
So, will the size for the existing notes, like Rs. 
100 and Rs. 50, change?
Yes, for all the other denomination, the new series will 
come in due course. These new series notes are easy to 
handle, easy to keep in wallets.
What was the reason for stopping the dissemination of 
data like deposits during the demonetisation period?
Central banks always access whether the information will 
be understood in the right way and make the right impact.
If we assess that the circumstances were not conducive 
for correct understanding then we do not share. During 
the demonetisation exercise, we came to that conclusion. 
We thought sharing the information could lead to more 
confusion.
What are the glitches involved in the transi-
tion to a digital world?
As I said, technology is a double-edged weapon. If it is in 
the wrong hands, it can be misused. So, it is necessary to 
build as many defences as possible and make it more se-
cure and safe — that is the primary duty of the regulator.
Since cybersecurity is going to become a big challenge 
going forward, RBI has decided to create a new institu-
tion for research work in cybersecurity. Their major remit 
is to conduct research and development work in cyber-
security. It will also undertake high-end cybersecurity as-
sessment of the banks. It will be fully functional in the 
next few months.
How safe are mobile wallets?
There are various types of payment systems available 
targeting different levels of simplicity, complexity and us-
age. The features of a low-end system will be very simple 
but obviously security level will be less. Obviously, a high-
end system has complex safety and security-related ar-



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 32
  News and Events of April 2017

Vo
l. 

32
  A

pr
  2

01
7

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

rangement and they will be able to provide sophisticated 
service. Both are needed.
For the low-end systems, sophisticated structures are 
not needed because that will mean building too many se-
cured features which will make it high-cost which is not 
warranted for a small value transaction. That is why, the 
mobile wallet, is at the lower end.
So, can payments systems be interoperable?
A mobile wallet is a different product from a bank’s net 
banking product. Ideally, there should be interoperability 
between payments systems. But we have to be careful 
before saying a full yes to it. The reason is cost.
You cannot cherry pick the positive features of one sys-
tem and ask others to take it. It comes along with the 
package.
One of the ideas that we are propounding is that of mega 
currency chests, which will act as hubs

RBI tightens norms on bank performance
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has come out with a 
revised prompt corrective action (PCA) framework for 
banks, spelling out certain thresholds, the breach of 
which could invite resolutions such as a merger with an-
other bank or even shutting down of the bank.
The revised norms have set out three thresholds. The 
breach of the third one on capital “would identify a bank 
as a likely candidate for resolution through tools like 
amalgamation, reconstruction, winding up etc.,” the RBI 
said.
The provisions of the revised PCA framework will be ef-
fective from April 1, 2017 based on the financials of the 
banks for the year ended March 31, 2017. The frame-
work would be reviewed after three years, the RBI said.
The thresholds are based on capital, net non-performing 
assets, profitability and leverage ratio.
The breach of the first threshold will invite restriction on 
dividend distribution or require parents of foreign banks 
to bring in more capital. This will get triggered if capital 
adequacy ratio (including capital conservation buffer) 
falls below 10.25% or common equity tier-I (CET1) capi-
tal ratio falls below 6.75%. Breach of either CAR or CET1 
would trigger corrective action, the RBI said. The trigger 
for net NPA is 6% and 4% for leverage ratio. Two consec-
utive years of negative return on assets (RoA) will also be 
classified in threshold one.
The breach of the second threshold will occur when the 
capital adequacy ratio falls below 7.75% or CET1 goes 
below 5.125%. The net NPA threshold is breach of 12% 
and leverage ratio below 3.5%. Three consecutive years 

of negative ROA will also trigger threshold two. Breach 
of threshold two will result in restrictions on expansion of 
branches and higher provisions.
Restriction on pay
The breach of the last threshold happens when CET1 falls 
below 3.625% and net NPA goes above 12%. Negative 
ROA for four consecutive years will also be considered 
as a breach of the third threshold vis-a-vis the profitability 
parameter. Restrictions, in addition to that of threshold 
one and two, will be put on management compensation 
and directors’ fees if the the third level is breached.
Corrective action that can be imposed on banks includes 
special audit, restructuring operations and activation of 
recovery plan.
The RBI has said that promoters of banks can be asked 
to bring in new management, or even can supersede the 
bank’s board, as a part of corrective action.

‘Digital trade zooms 23 times’
About 15,000 institutions have become cashless, follow-
ing its digi dhan mela initiative held across 100 cities in 
the country with an aim to create awareness about digital 
payments, the government think-tank NITI Aayog said.
“[A] 100-day-long information, education and communi-
cation campaign, led by NITI Aayog, was held to make 
digital payments a mass movement in India,” the Aayog 
said in a statement.
“At least 15,000 institutions have gone cashless in these 
100 rural and urban cities,” it said.
Volumes gallop
It claimed that digital payments in the country have grown 
by close to 23 times since withdrawal of high-value of 
currency notes was announced in November last year.
“Volume of all digital transactions increased by about 23 
times with 63,80,000 digital transactions for a value of 
Rs. 2,425 crore in March 2017 (since demonetisation) 
compared to 2,80,000 digital transactions worth Rs. 101 
crore till November 2016 (January-November),” it added.
Aadhaar-enabled payments have increased from 2.5 
crore in November 2016 to more than 5 crore in March 
2017, the release said, adding that Immediate Payment 
Service (IMPS) transactions have gone up from 3.6 crore 
to 6.7 crore during the same period.
“BHIM App has already created a new world record by 
registering 1.9 crore downloads in just four months since 
its launch in December, 2016,” the Aayog said.
The Aayog further said more than 15 lakh people from cit-
ies, small towns and villages attended the melas, which 
helped enable lakhs to open new bank accounts as well 
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as create new Aadhaar cards.

‘Maintain EPFO interest rate at 8.65%’
Labour Minister Bandaru Dattatreya has opposed the Fi-
nance Ministry’s request to cut the Employees’ Provident 
Fund Organisation (EPFO) interest rate to 8.6%, from the 
8.65% recommended by the fund’s central board of trus-
tees.
This is the second straight year that North Block has 
urged the Labour Ministry to cut the EPFO interest rate to 
keep adequate surplus.
“The Finance Ministry has recommended keeping the 
interest rate at 8.6% so that EPFO maintains adequate 
surplus,” Union Labour Secretary M. Sathiyavathy said. 
“The Labour Minister has raised the matter with the fi-
nance minister this week.”
Delay in interest credit
The latest tussle between the Finance Ministry and the 
Labour Ministry has led to a delay in crediting interest 
amount for 2016-17 to about four crore active subscrib-
ers. The EPFO’s central board of trustees, headed by Mr. 
Dattatreya, had approved an interest rate of 8.65% for 
2016-17 in a meeting held on December 19. However, 
the Labour Ministry is yet to notify the interest rate due to 
pending in-principle approval of the finance ministry.
The Finance Ministry told the Labour Ministry in a missive 
in February that EPFO needed to keep adequate surplus, 
failing which the government will be liable to compensate 
for the losses caused by EPFO in case of “mismanage-
ment” of funds due to its investments. Every year, the 
EPFO keeps a portion of its income as surplus over its 
liability.
The Finance Ministry advised the Labour Ministry to 
amend the Employees’ Provident Fund and Miscellane-
ous Provisions Act to “absolve the government of India 
from the conduct of business by the Board of Trustees 
in managing the fund.” The EPFO later took up the Fi-
nance Ministry’s suggestions for discussion in its finance, 
investment and audit committee (FIAC) meeting held on 
March 27.
“From the date of inception till date CBT, EPF never sub-
mitted any proposal to government to compensate or 
indemnify any loss caused to the Employees’ Provident 
Fund by deposits in an approved bank or investment in 
securities,” the agenda item of the FIAC meeting said, 
countering the Finance Ministry’s views. The EPFO’s 
FIAC had deferred the agenda item to be taken up in the 
next meeting.
‘Clear interference’
EPFO’s income projections in December 2016 showed 

the recommended interest rate of 8.65% would fetch Rs. 
295 crore as surplus. Lowering the interest rate to Fi-
nance Ministry’s recommended 8.6% would leave EPFO 
with a surplus of Rs. 522 crore. A senior Labour Ministry 
official said the income projections were based on ini-
tial estimates and the actual surplus may easily stand at 
about Rs. 500 crore if interest rate is kept at 8.65% after 
the final estimates.
“The central board has never asked for any financial sup-
port from the government for managing the funds of EPF 
subscribers. This is clear interference in the function-
ing of EPFO’s central board and is not acceptable. The 
central board is competent to manage EPF funds and 
government should stay away,” BMS General Secretary 
Virjesh Upadhyay said.
The Finance Ministry had pressed for similar arguments 
last year to overrule the central board of trustees’ pro-
posed interest rate of 8.8% for 2015-16. It had asked the 
Labour Ministry to keep the interest rate at 8.7% “to facili-
tate maintaining a reasonable rate of interest in case of 
decline in the returns on investment in the coming year.”
However, the EPFO’s interest rate remained unchanged 
at 8.8% for 2015-16 after the Labour Minister held sev-
eral rounds of deliberation with the Finance Minister fol-
lowing protests from central trade unions.

Equity funds for long-term wealth
If you are looking to build a portfolio for the long term, 
one that beats inflation, then equity funds are the way to 
go. Equity funds invest at least 65 per cent of their assets 
(maximum up to 100 per cent) into stocks. If are in your 
twenties or thirties, an early start can help you benefit 
from the power of compounding.
An investment of Rs. 1 lakh in a top performing equity 
fund, say, 20 years back, would be worth Rs. 16 lakh to-
day at an annual compounded growth rate of 15 per cent!
For moderate risk-takers
Equity diversified funds are further classified as large-
cap, mid-cap, small-cap and multi-cap. Most large-cap 
funds have a mandate of investing 80 per cent into large-
caps (above Rs. 10,000 crore).
Top performing funds in this category have delivered 16 
and 13 per cent return over five and 10-year periods, re-
spectively.
Mid- and small-cap funds, on the other hand, invest pre-
dominantly in smaller stocks (with market cap of less 
than Rs. 10,000 crore). These funds carry higher risk 
than large-cap funds, but also reward investors in market 
rallies.
Top performing funds such as Reliance Small Cap, Mirae 
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Asset Emerging Bluechip and DSPBR Micro-Cap Fund 
have delivered tidy returns of 31, 30 and 31 per cent over 
a five-year period.
Multi-cap funds invest across the market capitalisation 
spectrum, though most have a large-cap bias.
For those who prefer stability of returns and have a mod-
erate risk appetite, large-cap funds is a good bet.
While these funds deliver inflation-beating returns over 
the long run, they tend to cap losses well, in volatile mar-
kets.
For instance, ICICI Pru Focused Bluechip Equity Fund, 
one of the top performing large-cap funds, fell by 16 per 
cent in the 2011 bear phase, while the Sensex lost a 
higher 23 per cent.
For those who are game for more risk, mid- and small-
cap funds are good options. The top performing funds 
delivered stellar returns of 92 per cent in the market ral-
lies of 2014 (while large-cap funds delivered 52 per cent).
But they also tend to fall more than large-cap funds. In 
the 2011 bear market, for instance, these funds lost 26 
per cent.
For aggressive investors
Within equity funds, there are some funds that carry far 
higher risk, by pegging up exposure to a particular theme 
or sector.
Thematic funds such as Franklin Build India Fund (in-
frastructure), Birla SL MNC fund (MNC), Taurus Ethical 
Fund (Shariah) and Tata Dividend Yield Fund (dividend 
yield) and contra funds (Invesco India Contra Fund) and 
sector funds such as those under categories like FMCG, 
technology, banking, pharma.etc., fall under this catego-
ry.
These funds carry concentrated bets and their perfor-
mance can be cyclical. For instance, concerns over reg-
ulatory action by the US Food and Drug Administration 
have led to the under-performance of pharma funds over 
the past year.
These funds managed to deliver just 1 per cent return. 
With the software sector facing headwinds, IT funds have 
incurred losses of 6 per cent over the past year.
But these funds can deliver spectacular returns when 
the tide turns. ICICI Pru Banking and Financial Services 
Fund, for instance, delivered chart-topping returns of 60 
per cent over the past year, as banking stocks gained 
handsomely on hopes of a revival in the economy.
Investors who wish to take exposure to other geographies 
have the option of investing in global funds. These funds 
also carry higher risk than other equity diversified funds.

Income generation with debt funds
Most of us understand how equity funds work. But how 
do debt funds generate returns?
First, it is important to dispel a common misconception 
with debts funds — that they cannot erode in value, just 
like fixed deposits. While debt funds are not as risky as 
equity funds, a part of your initial investment can erode, 
nonetheless. This is because these funds invest in vari-
ous fixed income instruments such as government bonds, 
corporate bonds and other money market and short-term 
debt instruments. The NAV on the debt fund can thus rise 
or fall along with the underlying bond prices.
And what impacts bond prices?
For one, interest rate movements in the economy can 
impact bond prices. If interest rates move up, bond prices 
fall and vice versa.
This is where the concept of ‘duration’ comes into play. 
As longer-duration bonds are more sensitive to interest 
rates, the fund manager of a debt fund will increase du-
ration to cash in on the rally in bonds in a falling rate 
scenario.
Debt funds can also incur losses if they make wrong 
credit calls. Some debt funds capitalise on interest re-
ceipts. Thus they invest in bonds with lower credit rat-
ings, betting on the credit risk to earn higher interest.
So, how can these funds suffer losses? If the company 
that has issued the bond defaults on its interest or princi-
pal repayment, then the debt fund’s portfolio, to that ex-
tent, is written off. This will impact the NAV of the debt 
fund.
Hence, debt funds can follow a strict ‘duration’ or ‘credit’ 
call or blend the two to come out with different strategies.
For conservative investors
For those looking for alternatives to bank savings and 
fixed deposits, liquid funds and ultra short-term debt 
funds fit the bill. While these funds are riskier than bank 
FDs, they carry the lowest risk amongst debt funds.
Liquid funds are the safest in the category, investing only 
in debt securities with a residual maturity of less than or 
equal to 91 days. With the maturity period this short, both 
interest rate risk and credit risk (default risk) are minimal. 
Liquid funds, on an average, have delivered 7-9 per cent 
returns annually over the last five years.
Compared to liquid funds, ultra short-term debt funds 
carry slightly higher risk, given that these funds invest 
in debt securities with residual maturity up to one year. 
The returns, though, can be higher. Over the past five 
years, returns from this category have averaged 7.5-9.5 
per cent.
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For investors looking at debt funds for a period of less 
than three years, their returns will be taxed at the income 
tax slab rates. Interest on savings accounts is exempt up 
to Rs. 10,000 under Section 80TTA of the Income Tax 
Act.
But even assuming 7 per cent return on liquid funds, 
post-tax returns work out higher than the 4 per cent that 
most banks offer.
Also, for large sums of surplus, liquid or ultra-short term 
funds still offer better returns.
While bank FDs for less than a year may offer returns 
comparable to those from liquid or ultra-short debt funds, 
should you need the money before maturity, you will be 
charged a penalty. Liquid funds allow you to exit invest-
ments without such penalties.
For moderate risk-takers
For investors with a slightly higher risk appetite and long-
er time horizon of, say, 2-3 years, debt funds, which gen-
erate returns both from accruals and duration calls (only 
moderately), may be considered. Short-term income 
funds and Banking and PSU Debt Funds fall under this 
category.
Short-term income funds invest in debt securities that 
mature up to 3-4 years. Their portfolios usually have a 
small allocation to long-term gilts and higher allocation 
to AAA-rated, medium-tenure, corporate bonds. Banking 
and PSU Debt Funds offer stable returns and minimise 
risk by investing in good-quality debt instruments, mainly 
issued by banks and public sector undertakings.
For high-risk takers
Investors willing to bet aggressively on either credit or in-
terest rate movements can consider credit opportunities 
funds, regular income funds, dynamic income funds and 
long-term gilt funds.
Credit opportunities funds invest a relatively higher por-
tion in lower-rated bonds.
Hence they carry higher credit risk, while duration is 
maintained at 2-4 years, minimising rate risk. Regular 
income funds carry higher rate risk but lower credit risk. 
Dynamic bond funds essentially ride on rate movements 
and alter the duration of the fund portfolio depending on 
the expectation of rate movements.
Gilt funds carry negligible credit risk. But as they carry 
a relatively higher duration of 7-10 years, they are more 
prone to rate risk. They can generate returns of 16-18 per 
cent in favourable markets but can also hurt when rates 
surge.
Hybrid/balanced funds
Hybrid or Balanced funds allocate assets both to equity 

and debt. While the debt portion performs the task of pro-
tecting the downside, the equity portion boosts returns. 
Risks vary depending on the extent of allocation to debt 
or equity.
For aggressive investors
Equity-oriented balanced funds invest more than 65 per 
cent in equity and the rest in debt. The higher allocation 
to equity helps deliver superior returns while also offering 
the tax benefit available to the equity diversified category 
(no long-term capital gains tax on investments held over 
one year).
For conservative investors
Debt-oriented schemes allocate up to 40 per cent and 
Monthly Income Plans (MIP) 10-30 per cent of their cor-
pus into equity, thus pegging the risk lower.
However, returns are also lower than thoseof equity-
oriented balanced funds. Moreover, as they fall under 
debt funds, capital gains within three years are treated as 
short-term capital gains.

IRDAI sweetens the pill for vehicle owners
Insurance regulator IRDAI notified revised third party mo-
tor insurance premium rates for 2017-18 that are higher 
compared with those in the previous fiscal for most cat-
egories of vehicles but lower than what it had proposed.
The order on the revised rates, to apply retrospectively 
with effect from April 1, came after a trucker’s strike ear-
lier this month, in south India and an apex national body 
of transporters threatening to follow suit.
The revision, however, seems to have not gone down 
well with both the transporter community and the insur-
ers.
All India Motor Transport Congress leader R.Sukumar 
viewed this as a victory for the protests even while point-
ing out that the rates were still high.
‘Not enough’
Head-Product Development of SBI General Insurance 
Puneet Sahni said IRDAI had settled for an increase of 
27-28% increase in premium which was not enough to 
cover the losses incurred by the insurers due to higher 
compensation outgo.
On March 3, the Insurance Regulatory and Development 
Authority of India (IRDAI) unveiled an exposure draft, 
suggesting an about 50% increase in the premium for 
many vehicles. Based on stakeholders’ comments, it 
moderated the rates towards the end of the month.
Compared with its draft, the regulator had either stuck to 
the existing rate or moderated its proposed rates for vari-
ous categories of goods carrying vehicles.
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Private cars
As per Monday’s notification, for private cars with engine 
capacity between 1,000 cc and 1500 cc, the cover will 
cost Rs. 2,863. This is almost 28% more compared with 
the previous year’s Rs. 2,237.
For private cars above 1500 cc, the rate will be Rs. 7,890 
against Rs. 6,164 in 2016-17.
However, there will be no change in the premium payable 
for cars below 1000 cc.
The premium remains the same for two-wheelers of upto 
150 cc. For those in the 150-300 cc categories, it had 
been increased to Rs. 887.

Cyber response unit to be set up, says 
Reserve Bank
The Sub-Committee of the Financial Stability and Devel-
opment Council (FSDC), which met , discussed the set-
ting up of a Computer Emergency Response Team for 
the Financial Sector (CERT-Fin), the Reserve Bank of 
India (RBI) said.
“Issues such as setting up of Computer Emergency Re-
sponse Team for the Financial Sector (CERT-Fin), road-
map for National Centre for Financial Education (NCFE) 
and macro-prudential framework in India were also dis-
cussed,” the RBI said. The sub-committee reviewed the 
major developments on the global and domestic fronts 
that impinge on the financial stability of the country.
Apart from the RBI governor and deputy governors, Ajay 
Tyagi, Chairman, Securities and Exchange Board of In-
dia (SEBI), T. S. Vijayan, Chairman, Insurance Regula-
tory and Development Authority of India (IRDAI), Hemant 
Contractor, Chairman, Pension Funds Regulatory and 
Development Authority (PFRDA), and finance ministry 
representatives were present in the meeting.
The move to set up an emergency response team comes 
in the backdrop of growing cyberattacks in the financial 
system. RBI had already created a specialised cell (C-
SITE) within its supervision department to conduct de-
tailed IT examination of banks’ cybersecurity prepared-
ness, to identify the gaps and to monitor the progress 
of remedial measures. More than 30 major banks were 
to be covered by the detailed IT examination in 2016-17 
and all banks are to be covered by 2017-18.

RBI red flags banks’ telecom exposure
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has raised a red flag 
over banks’ loans to telecom players and asked the lend-
ers to increase their standard asset provisioning more 

than what is prescribed so that they can built ‘necessary 
resilience.’
“The telecom sector is reporting stressed financial condi-
tions, and presently interest coverage ratio for the sector 
is less than one,” according to a circular issued by the 
central bank to the lenders.
Interest coverage ratio of less than one means the com-
pany’s EBIDTA (Earnings before Interest, Taxes, Depre-
ciation and Amortization) is not sufficient to repay inter-
est, let alone principal.
Telecom players are reeling under a huge debt — esti-
mated to be about Rs. 4.2 lakh crore — amid a tariff war 
and a consolidation among some of the players.
Sector review
Asking the bank boards to review the telecom sector lat-
est by June 30, the central bank said: “consider making 
provisions for standard assets in this sector at higher 
rates so that necessary resilience is built in the balance 
sheets should the stress reflect on the quality of expo-
sure to the sector at a future date.’
Banks have to make 0.4% provision for standard advanc-
es.
Jaideep Ghosh, partner, telecom at consulting firm KPMG 
said: “Debt accumulation and potential NPAs have been 
on the rise across a range of sectors including telecom. 
Alarming debt levels in the backdrop of recent declining 
revenues increase debt serviceability risks for the tele-
com sector.”
Banks have also been asked to closely monitor their ex-
posure to the sector.
RBI governor Urjit Patel had earlier said five sectors, in-
cluding telecom, contributed to 61% of the stress in the 
banking system.
While the industry’s market cap is shrinking, the return on 
capital deployed has dipped to low single-digit return in 
markets like India, making it unviable.
‘Play golf’
Airtel chairman Sunil Bharti Mittal, in a recent interview to 
The Hindu, had said, “We may as well keep our money 
in the bank and go out to play golf,” adding that return on 
investment has been falling sharply.
Banks are reeling under asset quality pressure amid 
sluggish economic growth as their gross non-performing 
asset rate rose to 9.1% in September 2016, from 5.1% a 
year ago.
RBI has also asked banks to increase standard asset 
provision in other stressed sectors.
Banks have been asked to put in place a board–approved 
policy for making provisions for standard assets at rates 
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higher than the regulatory minimum, based on the evalu-
ation of risk and stress in various sectors.
“The stress is a result of a couple of things such as debt 
position of the industry, hit on the revenue in the last sev-
eral months and increasing overall cost,” Rajan Mathews, 
Director General, COAI told The Hindu .
“And because of the competitive nature of the industry, 
we have not been able to pass the costs to the consum-
ers. As a result, the margins of the industry have slipped 
considerably,” he said.
“At the time when RBI is talking about increasing NPAs 
...this should send a clear signal to the government to 
urgently address the financial condition of the telecom 
industry.
‘Financial oxygen’
“The recommendations from TRAI such as reducing SUC 
(spectrum usage charges) fees to 1%, reducing licence 
fee payment to 3% and adopting revised definition of ad-
justed gross revenue… these are 3 big ones. They would 
really provide financial oxygen to the industry and help 
them tide over this very stressed period,” he said.

GAAR effect: P-Notes hit four-month high in 
March
Foreign portfolio investment inflows through participatory 
notes (P-Notes) in March rose to the highest level in four 
months before a new rule aimed at curbing tax avoidance 
took effect on 1 April.
Inflows via P-Notes rose to Rs1.78 trillion in March from 
Rs1.70 trillion in February. It was at Rs1.75 trillion in Jan-
uary and Rs1.57 trillion in December. As a percentage 
of total inflows from foreign portfolio investors (FPIs), it, 
however, was unchanged from February’s 6.6%.
P-Notes are offshore derivative instruments (ODIs) that 
are issued by registered FPIs to other overseas entities 
that are looking to invest in Indian markets without getting 
registered directly.
The flow via the controversial P-Note route have been 
reducing because of stricter regulations by Securities 
and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) and renegotiated tax 
treaties, and was expected to remain weak in 2017.
While the increase in inflows via P-Notes is not very high, 
experts say it would not be wrong to say it is in anticipa-
tion of the General Anti-Tax Avoidance Rule (GAAR).
“It was expected that some of the P-Note subscribers 
would stock up their position to enable grandfathering 
under GAAR provisions,” said Suresh Swamy, a partner 
at PwC in India.
Grandfathering refers to the application of old rules on 

transactions concluded before a new rule is effective—in 
this case, 1 April.
After GAAR, foreign investors would need to prove that a 
structure is not aimed at evading taxes, as GAAR gives 
the tax department powers to scrutinize transactions that 
are structured in such a way as to deliberately avoid pay-
ing tax. Failure to establish that a transaction was not 
structured to evade taxes means investors will have to 
cough up 15% tax on equities and 30% on equity deriva-
tives. Investing via P-Notes results in a lower tax liability 
of 7.5-8%.
GAAR is ensuring that P-Notes remain relevant, when 
they had been steadily losing ground owing to strength-
ened regulatory requirements, but also making newer ju-
risdictions seem more attractive.
In 2016, the tax treaty between India and Mauritius was 
renegotiated, under which India will get to tax capital 
gains on investments made through the island republic—
a move aimed at curbing tax evasion, round-tripping and 
other treaty abuses. Similarly, in December 2016, the tax 
treaty between India and Singapore, another tax haven, 
was renegotiated.
With the Mauritius and Singapore routes no longer ad-
vantageous, foreign investors are looking to invest in 
India through Sweden, France, South Korea, Spain and 
the Netherlands, where existing treaties still allow them 
certain benefits.
“As we move forward and adapt to GAAR and renego-
tiated treaties there may be increased interest towards 
the P-Note route owing to the lower tax liability. More 
so, jurisdictions which still enjoy treaty benefits and hold 
some substance may become the routes through which 
majority of foreign money may find its way in India,” said 
Swamy.
According to Sebi data, 37 FPIs have outstanding ODI 
positions, out of which 66% of flows came to India via 
Singapore and Mauritius as of December-end.

HRA claims: Honesty is the best policy
Providing fake rent receipts to claim house rent allow-
ance (HRA) benefits is a widely prevalent practice. But 
going by recent developments, it’s best to think twice be-
fore one does this as one could come under the scanner 
of the Income Tax Department.
Recent guidelines issued by the Mumbai Income Tax Ap-
pellate Tribunal have reinforced the need to tighten the 
scrutiny on HRA claims. Here we take a look at what con-
stitutes HRA and what claimants need to do.
Tax computation
HRA is a widely known component of the salary struc-
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ture. Individuals can get tax exemption on this allowance 
to some extent. The amount eligible for claiming tax ex-
emption is calculated as the lowest of the following three: 
the entire amount received as HRA in a financial year by 
the individual; actual rent paid minus 10 per cent of the 
salary of the individual; 50 per cent of the salary if you live 
in a metro city or 40 per cent of the salary for individuals 
in non-metro cities.. The salary here is the basic salary 
plus the dearness allowance. The accompanying table 
explains the calculations.
The supportive documents
Currently, it is enough if the individual gives the rental 
receipts to the employer to claim tax exemption on the 
HRA. This makes it easy to produce fake rent receipts.
Parizad Sirwalla, partner and head, Global Mobility Ser-
vices, KPMG in India, says “The recent judicial precedent 
has re-emphasised the need for maintaining robust un-
derlying documentation in respect of claiming tax exemp-
tion in respect of HRA. It has also highlighted the aspect 
that HRA exemptions can be claimed only for genuine 
rental transactions.”
Neetu Brahma, Director, Nangia & Co, says, “When you 
claim for HRA exemption, there are two things that you 
ought to establish. One is that you had actually made the 
payment and the second is that you actually reside in the 
premise for which you pay the rent.”
As a genuine rent payer, you have to maintain documents 
that prove that you stay in those premises and are actu-
ally paid the rent. As the government is keen on moving 
towards cashless transactions, an online transfer of the 
rent to the landlord or payment by cheque could be the 
best way to prove that you have actually paid the rent.
If your landlord accepts only cash payments, do not wor-
ry. Make it a habit to withdraw an amount equivalent to 
the rent from your account every month and get a receipt 
stating that the rent is paid in cash. In this case, your ac-
count statement showing the rental outflow every month 
can be used as proof. Secondly, to prove that you have 
lived in the rented premises, utility bills like electricity bills, 
gas bills, etc., can be kept safely for record purposes.
If you have the above-mentioned documents, then you 
do not have to worry about coming under the tax depart-
ment’s scanner. Also, experts believe that not all HRA 
claims will come under scrutiny.
“The cases that are most likely to come under scrutiny 
are when both exemption for HRA and deduction on ac-
count of home loan are claimed simultaneously in the in-
come tax return”, says Neetu.
Points to note
The Budget has made some changes to tighten the 
screws on this front.

If you pay more than Rs. 50,000 per month as rent, you 
have to deduct 5 per cent tax at source. You will then 
have to remit the tax deducted at source to I-T Depart-
ment once a year from your side. This is effective June 
1, 2017. . Also, it is mandatory to mention the landlord’s 
PAN number in the receipt if the rent exceeds Rs. 1 lakh 
per annum. This reduces the scope for making fake 
claims as well.

SEBI lines up reforms to check flow of black 
money
Capital markets regulator, Securities and Exchange Board 
of India (SEBI), will soon put in place stricter norms to 
check any flow of black money into stock market though 
controversy-ridden P-Notes and also initiate steps for al-
lowing mutual fund investments through e-wallets.
Besides, SEBI will consider this week new norms for al-
lowing options trading in commodity derivative market, 
while rules would be relaxed for registration of foreign 
investors and for common licence to brokers to deal in 
equities and commodities, sources said.
The SEBI board will meet, which would be its first meet-
ing under the chairmanship of Ajay Tyagi, who took 
charge on March 1.
Among a slew of reform measures, the SEBI board will 
also consider making it easier for banks and financial in-
stitutions to get shares of the companies they have ex-
posure to by way of conversion of loan into equity — a 
move seen as a major boost to the steps for handling the 
bad loan menace.
Taking stock of probes
The SEBI board will also take stock of long-pending in-
vestigations and cases, involving some big corporates, 
and will consider putting in place an internal guidance 
note for dealing with quasi-judicial matters.
Besides, it would also discuss the implementation of 
graded surveillance measures by the stock exchanges to 
check any manipulation of share prices.
The markets regulator will also consider new guidelines 
for dealing with offshore derivative instruments, common-
ly known as participatory notes (P-Notes), which have 
been long seen as being possibly misused for routing of 
black oney from abroad.
While SEBI has tightened its norms repeatedly over the 
recent years to check any loophole, the government now 
wants the regulator to explicitly impose restrictions on 
resident Indians and NRIs from being ‘beneficiary own-
ers’ of these instruments.

GST to boost growth by 4.2%: Fed
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The goods and services tax (GST) can boost India’s GDP 
growth by up to 4.2% — double the previous estimate 
— as lower taxes on manufactured goods will bump up 
output and make products cheaper, a U.S. Federal Re-
serve paper said. GST, it said, could reduce inefficiencies 
in the production process while eliminating the current 
compounding effect of central and state levies.
Dubbed as the biggest tax reform since Independence, 
GST will unify at least 10 indirect taxes to be collected at 
State and central levels. The Fed research note stated 
that assuming the aggregate weighted GST rate is 16%, 
there would be positive impact on real GDP of 4.2%.

SEBI to grant one licence to brokers, clearing 
members
Market regulator SEBI decided to grant a unified licence 
to brokers and clearing members to operate in commod-
ity derivative as well as equity markets.
SEBI’s board approved a proposal for integration of stock 
brokers in equity and commodity derivative space.
Following this, a broker or clearing member dealing in 
the securities markets will be allowed to buy, sell or deal 
in commodity derivatives without setting up a separate 
entity and vice-versa. To enable the integration, SEBI will 
amend norms pertaining to stock broker and securities 
contract regulations, the regulator said in a statement af-
ter the first board meeting under Ajay Tyagi as chairman.
“The integration of stock brokers in equity and commodity 
derivative markets while having many synergies in terms 
of trading and settlement mechanism, risk management, 
redressal of investor grievances, etc would benefit inves-
tors, brokers, stock exchanges and SEBI,” the regulator 
said.

Besides, it will increase economic efficiency in terms of 
meeting operational and compliance obligations at the 
member level, potentially resulting in ease of doing busi-
ness.
Also, the integration will help in widening market penetra-

tion and facilitate effective regulatory oversight by stock 
exchanges and SEBI.
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley, in his budget speech for 
2017-18, had announced that the “commodities and se-
curities derivative markets will be further integrated by 
integrating the participants, brokers, and operational 
frameworks”.
Stricter P-Note norms
Bolstering steps to curb any flow of illicit funds in mar-
kets, SEBI also decided to bar resident as well as non-
resident Indians from making investments through par-
ticipatory notes.
The decision is part of efforts to strengthen the regulatory 
framework for offshore derivative instruments (ODIs), 
commonly known as participatory notes (P-Notes), which 
have been long seen as being possibly misused for rout-
ing of black money from abroad.
“An express provision shall be inserted in the regulations 
to prevent resident Indians/NRIs or the entities which are 
beneficially owned by resident Indians/NRIs from sub-
scribing to ODIs,” SEBI said.
Asked whether there were fears that NRIs might be in-
vesting through P-Notes route, Mr. Tyagi said, “I don’t 
think there is any fear of that... The intention all along 
was not to allow them and that was not clearly reflected 
in the regulations, only through FAQ. And so it (is being) 
clarified through regulations.”
The notional value of these instruments has declined 
over the years from 55.7% of overall FPI investments in 
June 2007 to just 6.7% in December 2016.
There was a surprise uptick in March — presumably due 
to this being the last month for availing of certain tax ben-
efits.
There are also fears that the P-Note investments may 
start coming from other jurisdictions like the U.S., France 
and the Netherlands after tightening of rules for inflows 
from Mauritius, Singapore and Cyprus.

Money laundering may be made criminal 
offence
The Central government is considering a proposal to 
make money laundering a separate criminal offence to 
be investigated by the Enforcement Directorate, irrespec-
tive of a probe by other agencies. This will facilitate quick 
action against those indulging in money laundering.
The Special Investigation Team (SIT) on black money 
has also been of the view that money laundering inves-
tigations by the Enforcement Directorate should be al-
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lowed without any dependence on registration of cases by other police agencies under the legal provisions listed in 
the schedule of the Prevention of Money Laundering Act (PMLA).
An offence elsewhere
Under the current arrangement in India, the fate of money laundering cases depends on that of the probe and pros-
ecutions in predicate offences pursued by primary agencies. Many in government agencies are of the view that cer-
tain restrictions on money laundering investigations on several occasions cause impediments in taking the cases to 
their logical conclusion.
Money laundering in itself has been defined as a criminal offence in several countries. Besides, there are separate 
legislations for dealing with funds generated through activities like drug trafficking or terror financing. The United 
States has very stringent laws to check money laundering.
Situation in U.K.
In the United Kingdom, police have to prove predicate offence through circumstantial evidence, linking it to the funds 
generated and laundered.
Wherever money laundering is treated as a stand-alone crime, U.K. agencies are not required to wait for the outcome 
of investigations into the predicate offence.
Also, they are not supposed to prove that the funds are proceeds of a particular offence.
Based on enough circumstantial evidence, they have to just establish that the proceeds had a criminal origin.
According to experts, the government will have to bring about several amendments to the PMLA, including the cur-
rent definition of the “proceeds of crime” that is right now dependent upon the predicate offences as listed in the Act’s 
schedule.
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Lights still green on global air traffic rights
The Centre has not yet given up on its plan to auction 
international air traffic rights to foreign airlines, sources 
said.
Top officials of the Cabinet Secretariat met chief execu-
tives of domestic airlines last Tuesday to seek their views 
on Civil Aviation Ministry’s first of its kind proposal to auc-
tion international traffic rights which is being negotiated 
between two countries at present.
The domestic airlines were asked whether or not they 
were in favour of putting out their unutilised traffic quota 
on short haul routes for bidding to international players, 
according to sources.
However, the domestic airlines reiterated their opposi-
tion to the proposal in a presentation given to the Cabinet 
Secretariat officials, a senior Civil Aviation ministry official 
said.
Even some foreign airlines such as Qatar Airways had 
expressed disappointment over the unique proposal.
A panel, headed by Cabinet Secretary P.K. Sinha will 
hold a meeting soon to take a final call on the auction 
proposal.
In 2015, the ministry had proposed a move to become 
the first country in the world to bid out traffic rights for 
three years to foreign carriers belonging to countries 
within 5,000 km radius from India.
As per the proposal, traffic rights would be auctioned in 
cases where the foreign country – with which India has 
signed an air services agreement – has fully utilised its 
air traffic right quota but India has not utilised its enti-
tlements. “Whenever domestic carriers come close to 
the utilisation of domestic quota, traffic rights will not be 
auctioned and will be renegotiated in the usual manner”, 
according to the proposal in the draft civil aviation policy 
released in October 2015.
As per the global practice, also followed by India, coun-
tries sign air service agreement bilaterally which decides 
the equal number of flights or seats per week that can 
fly into each other’s country depending upon their own 
requirements. Then, the government distributes the allo-
cated seats to the respective airlines. Some foreign carri-
ers, particularly from Gulf countries, have exhausted their 
right entitlements.

German focus on Indian Ocean

In an unusual gesture, Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar 
will deliver the keynote address at a regional conference 
of German Ambassadors in Colombo.
The conference, to be attended by Germany’s envoys to 
all Indian Ocean Rim (IOR) nations as well as to the U.S. 
and China, is part of discussions between India and Ger-
many to cooperate with IOR countries.
, Mr. Jaishankar met German State Secretary Markus 
Ederer for talks ahead of Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 
visit to Berlin next month.
MEA officials would not comment on Mr. Jaishankar’s 
outreach with German Ambassadors, but confirmed that 
he would be in Colombo.
“We believe the Indian Ocean region is an underrated 
theatre, compared with the Asia Pacific region. There is 
also competition shaping up between the major powers 
here, and we think it is important to engage with India, 
which is a major partner,” a senior German diplomat, who 
preferred not to be named, told The Hindu , adding that 
the conference was also likely to be addressed by Sri 
Lankan Prime Minister Ranil Wickremsinghe and an In-
donesian Minister.
Shared interests
“India and Germany are both interested in rules-based 
regimes, freedom of the high seas, stability, and diversify-
ing our political relations,” the official added.
The talks will also be raised at the next level when PM 
Modi travels to Germany for the Inter governmental com-
mission (IGC) with Chancellor Angela Merkel on May 29-
30.
The new push for cooperation between New Delhi and 
Berlin in the Indian Ocean Region is part of growing pat-
terns in both capitals. In the past, India has shied away 
from “sharing influence” in the region, instead preferring 
to keep all discussions about the subcontinent and neigh-
bouring countries on the Indian Ocean’s Rim bilateral.
However, partly with a view to countering China’s consid-
erable investment in these countries, India has been talk-
ing much more to the U.S., Australia and other countries.
In Berlin, the shift is necessitated by a need to review 
its interests around the world, particularly given the new 
U.S. administration’s lack of clarity in deploying its forces 
around the world.

U.S. action flagrant violation of international 
law: Kremlin
Damascus and its ally Moscow furiously condemned 
the American air strike on a Syrian airbase Friday that 

International
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marked the first direct U.S. assault on President Bashar 
al-Assad’s government.
Mr. Assad’s office called the strike “foolish and irrespon-
sible”. Syrian state news agency SANA said nine civil-
ians, including four children, were killed in villages near 
the base. “What America did is nothing but foolish and ir-
responsible behaviour, which only reveals its short-sight-
edness and political and military blindness to reality,” Mr. 
Assad’s office added.
Moscow announced a series of retaliatory steps, includ-
ing plans to strengthen Syrian air defences. At a Secu-
rity Council emergency session, Russia branded the air 
strikes a “flagrant violation of international law and an act 
of aggression” against Syria.
Russia’s Defence Ministry notified the Pentagon it would 
close down at 2100 GMT the communications line used 
to avoid accidental clashes in Syria, Interfax new agency 
said, citing the Ministry spokesman. But senior U.S. mili-
tary officials told Pentagon reporters that Russia has not 
suspended the military communications channel.
Russian Prime Minister Dmitry Medvedev charged that 
the U.S. strikes were one step away from clashing with 
Russia’s military, while the country’s deputy UN envoy, 
Vladimir Safronkov, condemned the strikes as “illegiti-
mate” and said the consequences for regional and inter-
national stability could be extremely serious.
‘Bogus allegations’
Meanwhile, Iranian Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad 
Zarif, another staunch Assad ally, tweeted that the strike 
was based on “bogus CW [chemical weapons] allega-
tions” and would aid jihadists like the Islamic State group.
Lebanese Shia movement Hezbollah, which has inter-
vened in Syria on behalf of Mr. Assad, condemned what 
it said was a “vicious” attack on Syria’s sovereignty. “This 
foolish move by the Trump administration will be a major, 
dangerous source of tension in the region and will further 
complicate the situation around the world.”
UN envoy Staffan de Mistura announced the UN-backed 
ceasefire taskforce on Syria that is co-chaired by Moscow 
and Washington would meet later  at Russia’s request.
The strike targeted radars, aircraft, air defence systems 
and other logistical components at the base south of 
Homs in central Syria. In a statement read on state televi-
sion, the Syria Army confirmed the strike and said it had 
caused extensive damage.
Russia’s military, however, said the strike had an “ex-
tremely low| military impact, with fewer than half of the 59 
missiles reaching the airbase.
The missiles destroyed six planes under repair and sev-

eral buildings, including a storage depot and radio sta-
tion, it said.
Opposition and rebel fighters, who have for years urged 
more direct U.S. military action in support of their upris-
ing, hailed the strike and called for more. The National 
Coalition, the main opposition grouping, called on Wash-
ington to take further steps to “neutralise” the regime’s 
air power.

China’s Steel Silk Road rolls on
The railway station on the outskirts of Xi’an, the starting 
point of the ancient Silk Road, is set amid a sprawling 
complex where a large space is occupied by a sea of 
containers. From here, cargo is transported by a regular 
stream of trains that make their way into Central Asia and 
Europe. Plans are afoot to connect Xi’an with south Asia 
via a rail link. The trains are called Chan’gan, the ancient 
name of Xi’an. In a different age, Chang’an was the capi-
tal of the Zhou, Qin, Han and Tang dynasties.
Earlier this month, a freight train from Xi’an made its 
début towards Budapest, Hungary. In its 17-day journey 
— 30 days shorter than the previous sea and rail route 
— it would first encounter the Alataw Pass. After cross-
ing this landmark in Xinjiang province, it would enter the 
rolling steppes of Kazakhstan, en route Russia, Belarus, 
Poland, the Czech Republic and Slovakia before reach-
ing Hungary.
The train to Budapest is the fourth edition of the China-
Europe rail link. Earlier trains from Xi’an have headed to 
Warsaw, Hamburg and Moscow. In turn, these trains are 
steeling the Ancient Silk Route, as part of the China- led 
trans-Eurasian Silk Road Economic Belt (SREB). As the 
SREB project gathers steam, new rail arteries are also 
opening up, with an eye on Pakistan, India, Iran and 
Afghanistan — the civilisation hubs of the ancient Silk 
Road.
Apart from Xi’an, Yiwu, the bustling coastal city in east 
China, is also emerging as another starting point of the 
steel Silk Road. A train from Yiwu now heads towards 
Mazar-e-Sharif, Afghanistan’s commercial hub. The Yi-
wu-Mazar-e-Sharif journey takes about 15 days.
On the way lie Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan, through which 
threaded the famous Trans-Caspian Railway (TCR). The 
TCR wrote a crucial chapter in the Great Game — the 
feverish competition between imperial Britain and Rus-
sia, with India as the ultimate prize. The Chinese have 
also opened the port of Nantong, along the broad Yang-
tze River delta, as another point of transit for Afghanistan. 
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The first train to Afghanistan left Nantong last year. The 
outreach by rail to Afghanistan may have security impli-
cations as well, as China gets increasingly involved in 
partnership with some of the regional countries in its at-
tempt to be calm the restive Afghanistan.
Train to Tehran
Another artery of the steel Silk Road has opened into Iran. 
In February last year, the first train from China steamed 
into Tehran, completing the journey in 14 days, whereas 
it takes 45 days to transit cargo to the Iranian capital by 
sea. The railway connect can open the Chinese market 
for a variety of cargo, from ornate Persian carpets to 
petrochemical products. Iran, as an integral part of the 
SREB, can connect with Europe as well. But that would 
also mean modernising its 1,1000 km rail network, which 
currently carries 36 million tonnes of cargo and 26 million 
passengers every year. China would not mind that, for 
its Fortune-500 behemoths, such as the China Railway 
Group, are on the lookout for new and lucrative business 
opportunities abroad.
Xi’an is also in the fray for establishing links with south 
Asia on the SREB platform. Officials in the city say a train 
could be heading, on an experimental basis, along the 
Kashgar to Gwadar China Pakistan Economic Corridor. 
That would mean virtually knocking on the doors of In-
dia. Xi’an has vibrant cultural links of the Silk Road era 
with south Asia. The Wild Goose Pagoda in the heart of 
the city continues to stand out as an emblem of Buddhist 
monk Xuanzang’s epic journey from Nalanda. The sev-
enth century monument, which has housed sutras and 
Buddhist figurines brought by Xuanzang, is a powerful 
symbol of China’s cultural and spiritual connection with 
India.

U.S. NSA arrives for first high-level Trump 
outreach
U.S. National Security Adviser Lt. General (retired) H.R. 
McMaster arrived in Delhi, the first such visit by a sen-
ior official of the Trump administration for talks that are 
expected to set the course of bilateral relations. He is 
expected to extend a formal invitation for Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi to visit Washington in the next few 
months.
The visit will be watched particularly closely for its timing, 
as it comes close on the heels of the Russian conference 
on Afghanistan in Moscow on April 14 and 15, which India 
attended and where Russia offered to mediate between 
the Taliban and the Ashraf Ghani government; and the 
detonation of the U.S.’s largest non-nuclear weapon, the 

MOAB, over Afghanistan.
Regional consultations
Mr. McMaster, who travelled to Delhi from Kabul and Is-
lamabad as a part of “regional consultations,” according 
to an official release, will discuss the future of security op-
erations in Afghanistan, India’s role in Afghanistan as well 
as the India-Pakistan impasse, and will meet his Indian 
counterpart, Ajit Doval, External Affairs Minister Sushma 
Swaraj and Mr. Modi. Of particular note will be discus-
sions on India’s concerns with cross-border terrorism 
from Pakistan, and tensions that have increased recently 
over the sentencing to death of Kulbhushan Jadhav in 
Pakistan, accused of spying for India.
In Kabul, Mr. McMaster said he would impress on Pa-
kistan that it was important to give up support to the 
Haqqani group and the Taliban. “The best way to pursue 
their interests in Afghanistan and elsewhere is through 
the use of diplomacy, and not through the use of proxies 
that engage in violence,” he told the Tolo news channel.
The U.S. Embassy in Islamabad said that Mr. McMaster 
had “expressed appreciation for Pakistan’s democratic 
and economic development, and stressed the need to 
confront terrorism in all its forms,” during his discussions 
with Pakistan Prime Minister Nawaz Sharif, Army Chief 
General Qamar Javed Bajwa and senior advisers.
In its version of the meeting, Mr. Sharif’s office said they 
had also discussed India-Pakistan ties. Pakistan has 
praised the U.S. administration’s recent remarks on me-
diating between New Delhi and Islamabad, something 
India has been opposed to.
Sharif stand
“[PM Sharif] welcomed President Trump’s willingness to 
help India and Pakistan resolve their differences, particu-
larly on Kashmir and noted that this could go a long way 
in bringing sustainable peace, security and prosperity in 
the region,” a statement issued in Islamabad said. The 
Pakistan Foreign Ministry also said that Foreign Adviser 
Sartaj Aziz had briefed the U.S. NSA “on the plight of 
Kashmiris” in Jammu and Kashmir, referring to Pakistan’s 
allegations against Indian security forces.
General McMaster is being accompanied on the visit by 
several National Security Council officials, including the 
most recently appointed director for South Asia, Lisa Cur-
tis.
Tougher line
Ms. Curtis, who is a renowned expert on the region, has 
advocated a tougher line on Pakistan, and co-authored a 
paper in February this year suggesting enforcing condi-
tions on military aid to Pakistan with action against terror 
groups in the region, including the Lashkar-e-Taiba. How-
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ever, the figures released in April 2017 of security-related 
aid that the Trump administration has requested from the 
U.S. Congress for Pakistan indicate the U.S. government 
has not decreased its allocations for the upcoming year.
Mr. McMaster’s visit to the Af-Pak region and India is also 
remarkable as in the past few years U.S. officials have 
avoided visiting Islamabad and New Delhi on the same 
trip, in keeping with a policy of de-hyphenating relations 
between the two. A recent statement by the U.S. Ambas-
sador to the U.N. indicating Mr. Trump’s desire to mediate 
between India and Pakistan are also in focus, given In-
dia’s statement rejecting the offer. The U.S. State depart-
ment later clarified that there had been “no change” in 
its policy in the region, and that India and Pakistan must 
resolve their issues through “direct dialogue.”

Australia visa cut to hit Indian IT workers
The Centre said it was studying the implications of the 
Australian government’s decision to scrap a visa pro-
gramme that benefited Indians, and warned that the 
move could have an impact on negotiations on the free 
trade agreement — Comprehensive Economic Coopera-
tion Agreements (CECA) — between both countries.
“The government is examining consequences of the new 
policy in consultation with all stakeholders. This is also 
a matter we will be looking at in the context of CECA 
negotiations,” the official spokesperson of the Ministry of 
External Affairs said.
 morning, Australian Prime Minister Malcolm Turnbull an-
nounced that he was scrapping the Australian “457” visa 
programme that allowed Australian companies to hire In-
dians in a number of skilled jobs.
He said he would in due course replace the programme 
with a more stringent system, making it difficult for com-
panies to hire non-Australian citizens. “We are an immi-
grant nation, but the fact remains — Australian workers 
must have priority for Australian jobs.”

Trump’s order targets H-1B programme
U.S. President Donald Trump ordered four federal de-
partments to tighten the implementation of existing regu-
lations and suggest new legislative and administrative 
measures to curb what the White House termed “abuses 
in our guest worker programmes”.
These forthcoming administrative and legislative meas-
ures will specially target the H-1B visa programme under 
which Indian technology companies bring thousands of 
computer professionals to the U.S. every year. “…top re-
cipients of the H1B visa are companies like Tata, Infosys, 

Cognizant — they will apply for a very large number of vi-
sas, more than they get, by putting extra tickets in the lot-
tery raffle, if you will, and then they’ll get the lion’s share 
of visas,” a senior administration official said ahead of the 
executive orders that the President was to sign. The offi-
cial said the lottery system that selects workers under the 
H-1B programme could be an evident target of reforms.
In recent years, the demand for H-1B visa has far ex-
ceeded the total number of 85,000 available. Of these, 
20,000 are for applicants with a master’s degree in sci-
ence, technology, engineering and mathematics. U.S. 
Citizenship and Immigration Services announced that it 
has selected the beneficiaries for this year through the 
lottery system, from 1,99,000 applications. Given the un-
certainties surrounding the programme, there has been a 
drop in applications this year, from last year’s 2,36,000.
To improve the chances of winning the lottery, contract-
ing companies file more applications than the number 
of people that they require. U.S. technology companies 
have complained that the current lottery mechanism 
crowds out the highly skilled workers.
The presidential order requires the U.S. departments of 
Labor, Justice, Homeland Security and State to come 
up with a plan to stop the “fraud and abuse” of the pro-
gramme. “...if you change that current system that 
awards visas randomly without regard for skill or wage 
to a skills-based awarding, it makes it extremely difficult 
to use the visa to replace or undercut American workers 
because you’re not bringing in workers at beneath the 
market wage. And so it’s a very elegant of way of solving 
very systemic problems in the H-1B guest worker visa,” 
the official said.
While the programme itself and the number caps are de-
termined by the U.S. Congress, its administration is an 
executive function. The plan that the four departments 
will draw out and could become effective before the next 
season of H-1B filings in 2018 will tweak the programme 
in order to give preference to high skilled, highly paid em-
ployees, said the official.
Lottery system
Pointing out that 80% of H-1B workers are now paid less 
than the median wage in their fields, the official said the 
reforms will revert the programme to its original intent of 
attracting the best the and the brightest. The measures 
on the anvil could include a further increase in fees for 
H-1B visas and a stricter monitoring of violations. The 
wage scales prescribed under the programme could be 
revised for “a more honest reflection of what the prevailing 
wages actually are in these fields,” the official said. The 
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lottery system could be adjusted to give higher chances 
for master’s degree holders compared to bachelors.

State entities can seek loans overseas
Large infrastructure projects being executed by State 
government entities will find it easier to tap international 
funds from bilateral financing agencies, with the Cabi-
net enabling them to directly access funding from such 
agencies on the basis of a central government guarantee 
while keeping such loans off States’ books.
“The funding arrangements that bilateral agencies such 
as Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) pro-
vide, is either with State governments or central PSUs 
— State entities are not allowed,” said Finance Minister 
Arun Jaitley. “If any State entity needs funding for its pro-
jects, it has to approach the State government and any 
such funding would be included under the State’s bor-
rowing limits set by the Fiscal Responsibility and Budget 
Management (FRBM law).”
“So based on some conditions, a section of State entities 
with revenue of Rs. 1,000 crore or more, who are work-
ing on infrastructure projects worth over Rs. 5,000 crore, 
have been permitted to directly take money from such 
funding agencies on the basis of a central government 
guarantee,” he said.
Financially sound
An official statement said that the Cabinet had approved 
policy guidelines to allow financially sound State govern-
ment entities to borrow directly from bilateral ODA (Of-
ficial Development Assistance) partners for implementa-
tion of vital infrastructure projects.
“All repayments of loans and interests to the funding 
agencies will be directly remitted by the concerned bor-
rower. The concerned State Government will furnish 
guarantee for the Loan. The Government of India will 
provide counter guarantee for the loan,” according to the 
statement.
Citing the example of the almost Rs. 18,000 Mumbai 
Trans-Harbour Link project, where JICA is expected to 
lend more than Rs. 15,100 crore, Mr. Jaitley said Maha-
rashtra’s development expenditure would go down to that 
extent as its quota for borrowing under the FRBM targets 
would be used up.
Welfare schemes
“State Budgets also have pressure to spend on welfare 
schemes. If international funding is coming in, if that gets 
included in the FRBM calculations, then infrastructure 
projects will suffer,” Mr. Jaitley said, adding that projects 
like the Mumbai Trans-Harbour Link would now become 

possible.
While the Mumbai Metropolitan Region Development 
Authority (MMRDA) has been allowed to borrow directly 
from JICA for the trans-harbour project, other state enti-
ties meeting the revenue and investment criteria could 
also utilise this financing route.
‘Ensure checks’
“For getting infrastructure projects off the ground, this is 
obviously a good move,” said Amrit Pandurangi, senior 
director at Deloitte India. “But it must be used prudently 
for select projects in a State as taking such financing out 
of the FRBM framework could tempt States to borrow too 
much for all sorts of projects,” he added.
“There need to be some checks in place to ensure that 
future governments aren’t saddled with too much long-
term debt on terms that appear to be soft now, but could 
become costlier over the years if you factor in the forex 
risk on top of the inherent risks in long-gestation infra-
structure projects,” Mr. Pandurangi said.

Britain may change policy on international 
students
The British government may be set to bring in a signifi-
cant change to its immigration policy by taking interna-
tional students out of the net migration figures, according 
to a media report.
The Times report said Prime Minister Theresa May, who 
has stuck to the policy despite pressure is ready to soften 
her opposition. An amendment to a piece of legislation on 
higher education, introduced by members of the House 
of Lords and due to be considered by the House of Com-
mons next week, proposes such a change.
The move would be strongly welcomed by India, which 
has raised concerns in the past about the British policy 
towards international students. “We would welcome any 
move that helps mobility between the two countries,” 
Deputy High Commissioner Dinesh Patnaik said.
‘A logical move’
“This has got to be done,” said Lord Karan Bilimoria, who 
has been a vocal champion of the amendment in the 
Lords. “We won’t back down on this as it is a move that 
would be so logical if we want to invest in our universities 
and our future. I think they will make this concession.”
Some campaigners for the change have argued that 
while Britain does not cap international student numbers, 
keeping them within net migration figures means stu-
dents are included in the wider immigration debate, and 
add to the impression that Britain was not welcoming to 
foreign students.
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“I hope it will turn the page on this very unhappy period in 
our history where people thought we were a very closed 
and unwelcoming nation,” Lord Hannay, one of the Lords 
behind the amendment to the legislation, told The Hindu 
in January, before the legislation went through the House. 
A spokesperson for the Home Office said the government 
policy remained unchanged.

Govt to promote rental housing in urban 
areas
The government is working on a policy to alleviate hous-
ing shortage in urban areas by encouraging renting of 
homes even as millions of houses lie vacant across the 
country.
The draft National Urban Rental Housing Policy is ready 
and could go to the Union cabinet soon, M. Venkaiah 
Naidu, minister for urban development, housing and ur-
ban poverty alleviation, said .
“Since urbanization is a continuing and rapidly expand-
ing process, to supplement the ‘Housing for All’ mission 
in urban areas, to meet the housing needs of migrants, 
students and single working women, we have formulated 
the National Urban Rental Housing Policy,” Naidu said.
The rental policy will supplement the ‘Housing for All’ mis-
sion, under which 20 million houses are to be built by 
2022. Since its launch in June 2015, the central govern-
ment has approved approximately 1.78 million houses in 
2,008 cities and towns.
 “The consultation process has ended. We have created 
a draft which will be placed before the cabinet and then 
it will go to Parliament. Rental housing assumes signifi-
cance given the fact that about 30% of urban population 
lives in rental accommodation. One-third of the popula-
tion is driven by migration, as per the 2011 census. Over 
11 million houses were vacant. We are keen on promot-
ing rental housing,” Naidu added.
The policy will outline measures to encourage invest-
ments in social rental housing with government support 
and market-driven rental housing without government 
support.
Outlining the targets of the ‘Housing for All’ mission, Naidu 
said that 15 states and union territories including Kera-
la, Himachal Pradesh, Jammu and Kashmir, Arunachal 
Pradesh, Nagaland, Sikkim, Tripura, Chandigarh and 
Puducherry have set a target to complete construction 
by 2019. Other large states have been asked to submit 
housing proposals by 2018-end, so construction can be 
completed by 2022.
With 10 days to go for implementation of the Real Es-

tate (Regulation and Development) Act, 2016 or RERA, 
Naidu said that so far 13 states and union territories have 
notified the Act and 16 others have approved the draft 
rules. RERA, which aims to bring more transparency in 
the real estate sector, is being implemented from 1 May.
The biggest problem for those who live in rented apart-
ments is arbitrary rent hikes, said Michri Thejaseno, a 
migrant from Nagaland who lives in a rented apartment 
in Delhi. “There is no uniformity in terms of the security 
deposit or the money one has to pay for the rent agree-
ment; the rules just change from one landlord to another. 
If a new policy is put in place, we will at least have a fair 
idea of the money one needs to invest and a sense of 
security as we would not be left looking for a new house 
at very short notice,” added Thejaseno.

The best democracy money can buy
It takes a lot of money to keep the wheels of the U.S.’s 
democracy moving, and Americans are voting with their 
purses like never before. In the first three months of the 
Donald Trump presidency, it has been a windfall for all 
causes pro-Trump and anti-Trump.
Jon Ossoff, a 30-year-old political rookie, raised $8.3 mil-
lion to contest a congressional election from Georgia as 
a Democratic nominee, after the seat was vacated by Re-
publican Tom Price, who joined the Trump administration 
as Secretary of Health. In a seat that the Democrats have 
not won for four decades, he scored the highest, but fell 
short of the 50% mark required to win, last week. In June, 
he will face off against the second highest scorer. Each 
vote he won cost $87. The Democratic candidate in the 
November general election had spent only $346 for the 
entire campaign.
Those who opened their purses for Mr. Ossoff were doing 
it largely to teach Mr. Trump a lesson. But the combative, 
polarised politics in the country is filling the coffers of both 
parties. Congressional campaign committees of both par-
ties have announced a record fund haul in the first three 
months of 2017, for the 2018 Congressional election, a 
45% jump from figures two years ago. They have raked 
in $96.2 million in the last three months — Republicans 
$49.9 million and Democrats $46.3 million. This is above 
and beyond the fundraising by the national committees 
of both parties and that by individual candidates. The 
surge is primarily due to a massive rise in online dona-
tions of small amounts. High-profile, anti-Trump Demo-
crats are receiving unprecedented amounts in donations 
— among them Representatives Keith Ellison and John 
Lewis and Senators Elizabeth Warren and Chris Murphy. 



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 32
  News and Events of April 2017

Vo
l. 

32
  A

pr
  2

01
7

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

Both Senators are potential Democratic challengers of Mr. Trump in the 2020 presidential election. As both are seek-
ing re-election in safe States, the money they raise could be diverted to other candidates.
Wave of donations
Last year’s campaign had also triggered a wave of donations to progressive non-governmental organisations and 
the trend continued into the the initial months of the Trump presidency. Planned Parenthood, an organisation that 
provides affordable reproductive healthcare to women, will lose its financial support from the federal government, but 
its donor base has been swelling.
Mr. Trump’s own cash register for the 2020 election has been ringing non-stop for the last three months. There are 
three organisations raising money for the 2020 campaign — Donald J. Trump for President, Trump Victory, and Trump 
Make America Great Again Committee. Together, they have raised $13.2 million in the first three months of 2017. 
Now that ‘America is already turning great again’, the slogan for 2020 will be ‘Keep America Great,’ which has been 
trademarked.
Whether or not America becomes great, the President’s businesses are getting a real boost. These campaign organi-
sations have paid nearly half a million dollar, to Trump buildings as rent in the last three months; during the last cycle, 
his campaign paid $12 million to his companies. He put $65 million of his money into the 2016 campaign, however.
Though this may be the best democracy money can buy, victory is not always a function of money. Shattered: Inside 
Hillary Clin ton’s Doomed Campaign , a book by Jonathan Allen and Amie Parnes released last week, is about how a 
candidate could lose despite outspending the opponent two to one. The Clinton campaign and groups supporting her 
spent more than a billion dollars, while Mr. Trump’s campaign and supporting groups spent more than half a billion 
dollars.
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China
China once again warned India that the proposed visit of 
the Dalai Lama to Arunachal Pradesh would cause “deep 
damage” to Sino-Indian ties, and stressed that New Delhi 
would have to make “a choice” in its dealings with the 
Tibetan spiritual leader.
“China and India are two major developing countries and 
we are close neighbours. It is very important for the two 
peoples to maintain sound and steady China-India rela-
tions. But such relationship has to be built on (a) certain 
foundation,” Chinese foreign ministry spokesperson Lu 
Kang said in his daily briefing.
Mr. Lu highlighted that “such visits” will cause “deep dam-
age” to China-India relations. “We have asked India to 
stick to its political pledges and not to hurt China-India 
relations. It will come down to India to make a choice,” 
he said.
The spokesperson’s remarks are part of a sustained ef-
fort by the Chinese officialdom and academia to discour-
age India from green-lighting the Dalai Lama’s visit to 
Arunachal Pradesh in early April. China has been par-
ticularly emphatic about its claims over Tawang, which 
houses the famous Tawang Monastery — India’s largest 
monastery. It is also the second largest monastery in the 
world after the Potala Palace in Lhasa.
Last week, Lian Xiangmin, director of contemporary re-
search of the Beijing-based China Tibetology Research 
Centre, told the media that the Dalai Lama’s visit to 
Arunachal Pradesh is a “sensitive issue,” and referred to 
its linkage with the boundary issue.
Claims on Tawang
“This (the visit) will undoubtedly negatively affect friendly 
relations. We do hope history and facts are respected by 
both the parties.” Mr. Lian had stressed. He added, “Ta-
wang is a part of Tibet and Tibet is a part of China. So Ta-
wang is a part of China. There is not much problem here.”
During his Friday briefing Mr. Lu said that China was 
“seriously concerned about the news” about the Dalai 
Lama’s visit. “On the eastern section of the China-India 
border, China’s position is clear and constant. The Dalai 

clique has long been engaging in separatist activities with 
(an) inglorious record.”
a

India may be hit by U.S. trade review
India is among the 16 target countries in a review of trade 
ties that President Donald Trump was scheduled to order 
late. The President would also sign a second order to 
strictly enforce anti-dumping and countervailing duties, 
U.S. Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross said.
A “country-by-country, product-by-product” report will be 
prepared in 90 days that would form the basis of further 
measures that the Trump administration would take to 
reduce the country’s trade deficit. The report will iden-
tify “every form of trade abuse and every non-reciprocal 
practice that now contributes to the U.S. trade deficit,” Mr. 
Ross said. India is the ninth biggest trading partner of the 
U.S. and had a trade surplus of around $26 billion with 
the U.S in goods trade alone last year. Of its top 20 trad-
ing partners, the U.S. has a surplus with only five. With 
China, the U.S. had a deficit of $347 billion in 2016. The 
review will be to assess whether deficit is being caused 
by cheating, specific trade agreements, lax enforcement 
or World Trade Organization rules.
China, Japan, Germany, Mexico, Ireland, Vietnam, Italy, 
South Korea, India, Malaysia, Thailand, France, Swit-
zerland, Taiwan, Indonesia and Canada were countries 
named in the briefing by Mr. Ross and Peter Navarro, the 
director of the White House National Trade Council.
Trade abuses
Mr. Navarro has been a long time critic of China, but , he 
insisted the presidential executive orders were not exclu-
sive to China and was not linked to the scheduled visit of 
Chinese President Xi Jinping next week.
Mr. Trump has named China, Mexico and Japan repeat-
edly for allegedly unfair trade practices. He has nev-
er named India, but the 100% duty that India imposes 
on high-power motorcycles was mentioned in his first 
speech the U.S. Congress recently.
The trade review will touch upon a litany of American 
concerns about trade with India — inadequate protection 
of intellectual property, state subsidies and tariff and non-
tariff barriers.
“India and the U.S. must trade more in energy, generic 
pharma and defence if the intention is to bring down trade 
deficit. Also, the U.S. must be open to movement of ser-
vice professionals to the U.S.,” said Didar Singh, Secre-
tary General, FICCI.
Ahead of the President signing the executive orders, the 
U.S Trade Representative  morning released its annual 

India and 
The World
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National Trade Estimate Report on Foreign Trade Barri-
ers that highlights foreign barriers to U.S. exports.
The 20-page long chapter on India lists a range of trade 
restrictions by India such as an existing ban on animal-
tested cosmetics and restrictions on dairy products and 
alcohol. It also accuses India of being opaque in its non-
tariff regulations, and lists export subsidy programmes in 
several sectors as a matter of concern.

Brexit presents challenges and opportunities 
for India: envoy
Brexit will present opportunities as well as challenges 
for India, and its bilateral relationship with Britain, Indian 
High Commissioner to the U.K. Yashvardhan Kumar Sin-
ha said this week, as the U.K. gave the European Coun-
cil the formal notification that it plans to leave the union. 
While Britain is unable to negotiate free trade deals with 
other nations in the EU until its exit is concluded in March 
2019, the country has made clear its eagerness to forge 
international trade accords, and is hopeful that it would 
be able to establish a free trade agreement with India.
“We will constantly be monitoring developments espe-
cially those that impact on our bilateral relationship,” said 
Mr. Sinha. He added there was the “political will” on both 
sides to reach an agreement on trade.

Announcing the triggering of Brexit earlier this week, 
Prime Minister Theresa May said Britain was not protec-
tionist and wanted to be a truly global trading nation.
However, hopes of a deal with India have encountered 
a mixed reaction: while India was the first non-EU coun-
try that Ms. May visited as Prime Minister, there are also 
concerns that immigration policy could stand in the way, 
among other things.
Among the specific issues highlighted by Mr. Sinha and 
others in the past is the position of those in the services 
sector, as well as students, whose numbers from India 
have been declining dramatically in recent years.
“Both sides have their own wish list,” said Mr. Sinha, re-

garding a potential future trade agreement. He added 
that in its negotiations on trade with any country, “freer 
movement of people is a priority, particularly with devel-
oped nations.” He said that it would be India’s expecta-
tion in post-Brexit Britain for IT professionals to be able to 
work freely and return home.
Brexit will present opportunities as well as challenges 
for India, and its bilateral relationship with Britain, Indian 
High Commissioner to the U.K. Yashvardhan Kumar Sin-
ha said this week, as the U.K. gave the European Coun-
cil the formal notification that it plans to leave the union. 
While Britain is unable to negotiate free trade deals with 
other nations in the EU until its exit is concluded in March 
2019, the country has made clear its eagerness to forge 
international trade accords, and is hopeful that it would 
be able to establish a free trade agreement with India.
“We will constantly be monitoring developments espe-
cially those that impact on our bilateral relationship,” said 
Mr. Sinha. He added there was the “political will” on both 
sides to reach an agreement on trade.
Announcing the triggering of Brexit earlier this week, 
Prime Minister Theresa May said Britain was not protec-
tionist and wanted to be a truly global trading nation.
However, hopes of a deal with India have encountered 
a mixed reaction: while India was the first non-EU coun-
try that Ms. May visited as Prime Minister, there are also 
concerns that immigration policy could stand in the way, 
among other things.
Among the specific issues highlighted by Mr. Sinha and 
others in the past is the position of those in the services 
sector, as well as students, whose numbers from India 
have been declining dramatically in recent years.
“Both sides have their own wish list,” said Mr. Sinha, re-
garding a potential future trade agreement. He added 
that in its negotiations on trade with any country, “freer 
movement of people is a priority, particularly with devel-
oped nations.” He said that it would be India’s expecta-
tion in post-Brexit Britain for IT professionals to be able to 
work freely and return home.

India to support ‘resistance’ to protectionism 
at G20 meet
Despite a formal statement by the world’s largest econo-
mies being silent on concerns over protectionist meas-
ures, India — which was a part of the G20 Finance Min-
isters and Central Bank Governors Meeting on March 
17-18 — said Friday that it strongly supported ‘resist-
ance’ to all forms of protectionism.
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“India strongly supports resistance to all forms of protec-
tionism, and is fully with Germany (which is holding the 
G20 Presidency) on measures to open up trade in goods 
and services,” said Jayant Narlikar, Deputy Secretary, 
Finance Ministry and a member of the G20 India Sec-
retariat, at an event organised by the German Embassy.
Meanwhile, Andreas Lux, Head of G20 Presidency team 
(global economy / framework for growth), German Fed-
eral Ministry of Finance, said the failure to incorporate 
the sentence — “we will resist all forms of protectionism” 
— in the March 17-18 meeting communique was a “major 
setback for us (Germany) and India.”
A communique issued at an earlier meeting in 2016 had 
included that phrase. Reports had said the phrase was 
dropped from the March communique as it did not receive 
U.S. support. U.S. Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin 
was quoted as having said the new administration con-
sidered that “the historical language was not relevant.”
Referring to the March 17-18 meeting communique, 
which had only stated “We are working to strengthen the 
contribution of trade to our economies”, Mr. Lux said, “We 
hope for a much more positive language against protec-
tionism at the Hamburg meeting (G20 leaders summit in 
July).”
‘Ability to survive’
Mr. Lux said G20 had the ability to cope with setbacks 
and survive them, adding that: “Lots of people in the new 
U.S. administration may not be used to (working on ) 
international cooperation... we will learn from them and 
they will learn from us... we are still quite optimistic (on 
ensuring resistance to protectionism),” he added.
On expansion of the G20, he said there were no such 
plans currently, adding, however, that the G20 had been 
conducting a lot of outreach activities in countries, espe-
cially in Africa.
Mr. Narlikar said issues of interest to India included en-
suring ease of mobility of skilled professionals across 
the world. “There is a lot of talk about ‘free movement of 
capital’. We (India) are keen on free movement of labour, 
especially high-skilled labour, and we are ready to work 
with other G20 members on that.”
India is also keen on ensuring energy access. “Every 
household needs to be given some kind of energy ac-
cess. We know that eliminating (fossil fuel) subsidies 
which are inefficient and promoting wasteful consump-
tion is important, and we even have direct benefit transfer 
scheme. However, we cannot agree to any timeline to 
eliminate fossil fuel subsidies,” Mr. Narlikar said.

Now, China flags Tawang rail link
China asked India to exercise “restraint” on its plan to 
link the strategic border district of Tawang in Arunachal 
Pradesh with a railway network, saying any “unilateral 
action” might “complicate” the unresolved border issue.
“We hope that the Indian side can exercise caution, show 
restraint and refrain from unilateral actions that might 
further complicate the question so as to create a sound 
condition for enhancing mutual trust between China and 
India and promoting proper resolution of the boundary 
question,” the Chinese Foreign Ministry said.
“China’s position on the eastern section of China — In-
dia boundary is consistent and clear. At present, the two 
sides are working to resolve the territorial dispute through 
negotiation and consultation,” the Ministry said in a writ-
ten reply to a query about reports that India was exploring 
possibilities to link Tawang with a railway network.
The Centre has asked Minister of State for Railways 
Manoj Sinha and Minister of State for Home Affairs Kiren 
Rijiju, who represents the Arunachal West Lok Sabha 
constituency, to explore the feasibility of a rail network.
Viability study
The two Ministers will tour the State to study the viability 
of connecting Tawang with Bhalukpong, the last station 
of the Railways on Assam, and to start the final location 
survey of a new broad gauge line.
Tawang, where the sixth Dalai Lama was born in 1683, is 
at the centre of Tibetan Buddhism and a friction point be-
tween India and China. China has in recent days upped 
its rhetoric on claims to Arunachal Pradesh, which it says 
is Southern Tibet, and even warned India of “serious 
damage” to ties if New Delhi allows the Dalai Lama to 
visit the State next week. — PTI

India and Malaysia to fight IS together: Najib 
Razak
India and Malaysia agreed to cooperate to defeat Islamic 
State militants and the growing threat of radicalisation 
and extremism. Visiting Malaysian Prime Minister Najib 
Razak held talks here with Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
and sealed six agreements, while extending support to 
India for a greater role in the maritime security of the 
Asia-Pacific region.
“Malaysia and India will cooperate to fight the IS [Islamic 
State] and deal with radicalisation. We will also share 
our experience of de-radicalisation with India. We plan 
to hold a major conference on de-radicalisation jointly,” 
Prime Minister Razak said during his statement to the 
media at Hyderabad House, explaining that India and 
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Malaysia ties are at a “historic high”.
Greater synergy
Mr. Razak, who spent a day in Chennai upon his arrival in 
the country , expressed support for greater synergy with 
India on the security front, especially in the maritime do-
main, and said, “We appreciate the greater role of India 
in the maritime security of the Asia-Pacific region.” The 
visiting delegation’s comments on the maritime issue is 
significant as both the countries have been demanding 
freedom of navigation in the South East Asian region, 
where China has been flexing muscles and has claimed 
most of the South China Sea.
The visiting dignitary’s comments about greater coop-
eration to fight the extremism of the IS followed the ex-
change of six bilateral agreements.
Both sides signed agreements on air services, sports, 
human resources, palm oil production and research, and 
technological development. An agreement that will allow 
India to build a fertilizer plant in Malaysia was also signed.
In his statement, Mr. Modi described the fertilizer plant as 
an important development. He urged Malaysia to partici-
pate in India’s infrastructure sector and said that bilateral 
defence has come to cover training and maintenance in 
the military field. Mr. Modi also highlighted educational 
cooperation and said, “Mutual recognition in educational 
degrees is a landmark development”.
A bilateral joint statement issued by the India-Malaysia 
CEOs Forum emphasised the need for visa-free travel 
for Indians and Malaysians as travel and tourism in both 
countries contribute to their economic growth. “Addition-
ally, Malaysia should support and champion the introduc-
tion of the ASEAN common visa for travellers from out-
side the region, including India,” the statement said.
Both sides also highlighted that Malaysia would allow In-
dian Ayurveda and Siddha practitioners to serve in that 
country. As part of the move to popularise courses in 
Ayurveda, the government of Malaysia and the Univer-
siti Tunku Abdul Rahman would provide courses in Ayur-
veda.
India and Malaysia agreed to cooperate to defeat Islamic 
State militants and the growing threat of radicalisation 
and extremism. Visiting Malaysian Prime Minister Najib 
Razak held talks here with Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
and sealed six agreements, while extending support to 
India for a greater role in the maritime security of the 
Asia-Pacific region.
“Malaysia and India will cooperate to fight the IS [Islamic 
State] and deal with radicalisation. We will also share 
our experience of de-radicalisation with India. We plan 

to hold a major conference on de-radicalisation jointly,” 
Prime Minister Razak said during his statement to the 
media at Hyderabad House, explaining that India and 
Malaysia ties are at a “historic high”.
Greater synergy
Mr. Razak, who spent a day in Chennai upon his arrival in 
the country , expressed support for greater synergy with 
India on the security front, especially in the maritime do-
main, and said, “We appreciate the greater role of India 
in the maritime security of the Asia-Pacific region.” The 
visiting delegation’s comments on the maritime issue is 
significant as both the countries have been demanding 
freedom of navigation in the South East Asian region, 
where China has been flexing muscles and has claimed 
most of the South China Sea.
The visiting dignitary’s comments about greater coop-
eration to fight the extremism of the IS followed the ex-
change of six bilateral agreements.
Both sides signed agreements on air services, sports, 
human resources, palm oil production and research, and 
technological development. An agreement that will allow 
India to build a fertilizer plant in Malaysia was also signed.
In his statement, Mr. Modi described the fertilizer plant as 
an important development. He urged Malaysia to partici-
pate in India’s infrastructure sector and said that bilateral 
defence has come to cover training and maintenance in 
the military field. Mr. Modi also highlighted educational 
cooperation and said, “Mutual recognition in educational 
degrees is a landmark development”.
A bilateral joint statement issued by the India-Malaysia 
CEOs Forum emphasised the need for visa-free travel 
for Indians and Malaysians as travel and tourism in both 
countries contribute to their economic growth. “Addition-
ally, Malaysia should support and champion the introduc-
tion of the ASEAN common visa for travellers from out-
side the region, including India,” the statement said.
Both sides also highlighted that Malaysia would allow In-
dian Ayurveda and Siddha practitioners to serve in that 
country. As part of the move to popularise courses in 
Ayurveda, the government of Malaysia and the Univer-
siti Tunku Abdul Rahman would provide courses in Ayur-
veda.

India rejects U.S. role in mending Pak. ties
Mr. Baglay said: “We, of course, expect international 
community and organisations to enforce international 
mechanisms and mandates concerning terrorism ema-
nating from Pakistan, which continues to be the single 
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biggest threat to peace and stability in our region and 
beyond.”
Ms. Haley’s remarks about a “proactive” approach are at 
variance with the existing American position that it would 
involve itself only if both countries wanted it to.
India has always rejected third party intervention in India-
Pakistan relations, but the U.S. has been a constant fac-
tor between the countries.
The U.S. pushes India to continue peace talks with Pa-
kistan while it pushes Pakistan to take more effective 
measures against terrorism. Concerns of nuclear terror-
ism added a new dimension to the American interest in 
the India-Pakistan conflict in recent years.
What is different about the Trump administration is that it 
is willing to appear more assertive and involved, and this 
may dissipate after initial enthusiasm, according to Indian 
diplomatic sources.
Peace in Afghanistan
In his early days in office, Barack Obama believed In-
dia-Pakistan rapprochement was essential for peace in 
Afghanistan also, an official recalled. Mr. Obama even 
toyed with the idea of U.S. Special Representative for Af-
Pak, including India also in his ambit.
Ms. Haley also took questions and made remarks about 
U.S. national policy. The President is understood to have 
spoken about the India-Pakistan conflict as a potential 
fillip to Islamist terrorism on several occasions.

Brexit’s shadow: India vows to deepen ties
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley and U.K. Chancellor of the 
Exchequer Philip Hammond discussed the post-Brexit 
scenario and issued a joint statement reiterating the two 
countries’ commitment to strengthen economic cooper-
ation and collaborate on cross-border tax evasion and 
avoidance.
‘Masala,’ ‘green’ bonds
The two Finance Ministers also welcomed the National 
Highways Authority of India’s proposal to issue a masala 
bond in London in the next few months, and also wel-
comed IREDA’s plans to issue a green bond in London 
and list their masala bonds on the London Stock Ex-
change within six months.
This follows the successful issuances by HDFC (Rs. 
3,000 crore or £366 million) and NTPC (Rs. 2,000 crore 
or £244 million), which were the first ever masala bonds 
to be issued by Indian entities.
“At today’s meeting we discussed how, notwithstanding 
the U.K.’s triggering of Article 50, India and the U.K. can 
work together to: strengthen our existing economic part-

nership in order to further boost trade and investment 
and; build on the bold vision for the India-UK Strategic 
Partnership set out by our Prime Ministers during Prime 
Minister May’s November 2016 visit to India,” according 
to the joint statement.
The two countries agreed to work together swiftly to 
encourage sustainable bilateral investment that ben-
efits both countries, including through the Joint Working 
Group. They also welcomed the recent introduction of a 
fast-track investment promotion mechanism, which pro-
vides a single window for U.K. companies that are look-
ing to either establish or expand their business in India.
Tax evasion
“The U.K. and India share a common commitment to ad-
dressing cross-border tax evasion and avoidance and 
agree to collaborate in determining the status of wealth 
deposited in foreign financial accounts by nationals of 
both countries.”
The two ministers said they encourage the timely im-
plementation of the G20/OECD Base Erosion and Profit 
Shifting Project outputs and called on other nations to 
meet their commitments. The exchange of information 
between the U.K. and India under the Common Report-
ing Standards on Automatic Exchange of Tax Information 
will begin this calendar year.

H-1B visa norms to have ‘little impact’
The country’s premier software lobby, Nasscom,  said the 
new policy memo on H-1B visas by the U.S. “should have 
little impact” on its member companies.
As this year’s application process for H-1B visas began 
Monday, the U.S Customs and Immigration Services 
(USCIS), the agency responsible for selecting the 85,000 
H-IB beneficiaries, announced a slew of measures to 
crack down on companies that might be misusing the 
programme, including more stringent checks at sites 
where H-1B workers are employed.
“The clarifying guidance should have little impact on 
Nasscom members as this has been the adjudicatory 
practice for years and also as several of our member ex-
ecutives have noted recently, they are applying for visas 
for higher level professionals this year.” the National As-
sociation of Software and Services Companies (NASS-
COM) said in a statement.
Skill shortage
Noting that member companies provide skilled talent and 
solutions to U.S. companies, the industry body said, “The 
H-1B visa system exists specifically because of the per-
sistent shortage of highly-skilled domestic IT talent in the 
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U.S.,” and its members will continue to provide skilled tal-
ent and solutions to fill that gap and keep U.S. companies 
competitive globally.
It added that the additional evidence showing that the 
jobs themselves are complex or specialised and require 
professional degrees mentioned by the memo has been 
the de-facto requirement for years.

USCIS also clarified that computer programmers with 
two-year degrees do not qualify as speciality occupation 
as defined by the programme. “…a petitioner must pro-
vide other evidence to establish that the particular posi-
tion is one in a speciality occupation as defined,” it said.
According to December 2015 projections by the U.S. La-
bour Department, employment of computer and informa-
tion technology occupations will grow 12% from 2014 to 
2024 (faster than the average for all other occupations).
However, due to shortfalls in college graduates in sci-
ence, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM), 
entering the STEM workforce, there could be 2.4 million 
unfilled STEM jobs in the U.S. by 2018 – with more than 
half of these vacancies in computer and IT-related skills. 
More than 60% of the Indian IT industry’s $108-billion ex-
port revenue comes from the U.S.
‘Jolt’ for IT firms
Sanjoy Sen, Doctoral Research Scholar, Aston Business 
School, U.K., said stricter interpretation of existing immi-
gration requirements in the U.S. and stronger enforce-
ment of compliance reflects how anxious the current 
U.S. administration is to demonstrate its commitment to 
restricting immigrant workers from overseas territories 
even before the relevant laws are enacted.
Mr. Sen said similar immigration changes were taking 
place in the U.K. “with immigration issues being one of 
the core factors that influenced the Brexit vote” and Sin-
gapore, which is relatively much smaller in terms of over-
all impact, is also making immigration costlier and more 
focused on scarce skills, albeit with clarity to restrict only 

those with limited or moderate level of skills “the impact 
of the combined pushback will certainly be a jolt to Indian 
IT companies in the short-term.”
In the medium-term to longer-term though the impact of 
this will be significantly reduced through higher recruit-
ment in the overseas subsidiaries of the Indian IT compa-
nies. Most of them have already initiated steps for over-
seas recruitment drives with higher prices being charged 
to their clients.

India asserts sovereignty over Gilgit-Baltistan
Responding to reports of a Pakistani move to declare 
Gilgit-Baltistan its new province, India asserted its territo-
rial sovereignty over the region.
Responding to questions in the Lok Sabha, External Af-
fairs Minister Sushma Swaraj said India would not part 
with any part of its territory.
“Even raising a doubt over this government, that it will 
let go of some area, will be wrong,” the Minister said. 
Ms. Swaraj recalled that both Houses of Parliament had 
passed resolutions which reiterated India’s claims over 
Pakistan-occupied-Kashmir and Gilgit Baltistan and the 
government was bound by it. Ms. Swaraj’s statement 
came after BJD leader Bhartruhari Mahtab asked the 
government about its diplomatic response to Pakistan’s 
reported plans to make Gilgit-Baltistan its fifth province.
Objection conveyed
Ms. Swaraj said India had been opposed to such a move 
and had communicated its objection to Pakistan soon af-
ter the news became known. India had remarked on the 
issue on March 16 after a special committee of the Paki-
stan government had suggested turning Gilgit-Baltistan 
into a province.
“We are bound by Parliament’s resolutions and our re-
solve,” Ms. Swaraj said.
“The position of the government regarding Jammu and 
Kashmir is well known. The entire State of Jammu and 
Kashmir acceded to India in 1947. It has been, is and will 
always be an integral part of India. A part of Jammu and 
Kashmir has been under illegal occupation of Pakistan. 
Any unilateral step by Pakistan to alter the status of that 
part will have no basis in law and will be completely unac-
ceptable,” an MEA spokesperson had said.

Ties severely damaged, says China
 “As far as the boundary issue is concerned, I have also 
maintained that we don’t share our boundary with China, 
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but we share our boundary with Tibet,” he observed.
Analysts say that the statement can be interpreted as 
questioning the “one-China” principle.
An op-ed in the state-run tabloid Global Times accused 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi of seemingly taking “a dif-
ferent stance on the Dalai issue, raising public engage-
ments with the monk and challenging Beijing’s bottom 
line.”
Rejecting India’s position that the visit was purely reli-
gious in nature, Ms. Hua said that no one believed that 
the Dalai Lama was visiting a “disputed region” for reli-
gious reasons alone.
“We demand the Indian side immediately stop wrong 
actions, not hype up sensitive issues and take concrete 
steps to safeguard growth of India-China relations,” she 
observed.
Sections of the Chinese state media have linked the Da-
lai Lama’s visit as India’s comeback to Beijing’s refusal 
so far to include Masood Azhar, the head of the Pakistan-
based Jaish-e-Mohammad group in the UN ban list, as 
well as obstruction to New Delhi’s membership to the Nu-
clear Suppliers Group. When asked for its reaction, the 
Ministry of External Affairs in Delhi referred to its state-
ment a day earlier that “no political colour be ascribed to 
his visits to States of India.”

WhatsApp case for Constitution Bench
A Constitution Bench of five judges will decide on April 
18 whether a larger denomination of judges should hear 
a petition for a declaration that a 2016 policy of instant 
messaging app — WhatsApp — to give Facebook ac-
cess to information and personal details shared by mil-
lions of its users is a violation of their privacy and free 
speech.
Having at first meant to hear the case during the summer 
vacation, Chief Justice of India J.S. Khehar advanced the 
date for the Constitution Bench hearing to April 18, say-
ing it is a “serious issue.”
The case is based on a petition by two students — 
19-year-old Karmanya Singh Sareen and 22-year-old 
Shreya Sethi — to challenge the contract entered into be-
tween the two Internet giants to provide access to calls, 
photographs, texts, videos and documents shared by us-
ers despite the fact that privacy is prized and guaranteed 
by WhatsApp.
HC decision
The duo was aggrieved by the Delhi High Court decision 
to uphold the contract. The High Court took a nuanced 
position by confirming the legality of the policy effective 
from September 25 though directing WhatsApp to “delete 

completely” from its server information/ data/ details of all 
users who choose to delete their account.
On appeal, the Supreme Court responded by directing 
Facebook, WhatsApp, the Centre and the Telecom Regu-
latory Authority of India (Trai) to file responses and roped 
in Attorney-General Mukul Rohatgi to assist it in the case.
When the hearing began, senior advocate K.K. Venugo-
pal, for Facebook, raised the contention that if the What-
sApp-Facebook contract is going to be challenged as a 
violation of the right to privacy, then a larger Bench than 
five judges should hear the case.
He referred to the 1954 eight-judges Bench verdict in 
M.P. Sharma’s case and the six-judges Bench judgment 
of 1962 in Kharak Singh case on the right to privacy. Both 
judgments had categorically rejected the existence of pri-
vacy as a guaranteed right under Article 21 of the Con-
stitution.
Mr. Venugopal argued that any future debate on the 
question of right to privacy should be decided by a larger 
Bench of at least nine judges. However, advocate Mad-
havi Divan, assisting the court, intervened to submit that 
the Supreme Court should not only hear the question of 
violation of right to privacy under Article 21 but also the 
right to free speech under Article 19 (1) (a) of the Con-
stitution.
Senior advocate Kapil Sibal contended that privacy can-
not be construed as a fundamental right guaranteed un-
der Article 21. What is under contention here is the terms 
of a simple contract between two companies — What-
sApp and Facebook.

Free trade pact off Turnbull’s agenda
India and Australia will not sign the Comprehensive Eco-
nomic Cooperation Agreement during the visit of Prime 
Minister Malcolm Turnbull that begins , officials on both 
sides confirmed . They, however, said the negotiations on 
the free trade pact would continue.
During his four-day visit, Mr. Turnbull is expected to focus 
on trade, investment and education opportunities.
He is likely to reaffirm his government’s support to the 
decision taken by the previous Australian government on 
civil nuclear cooperation and selling uranium to India.
Mr. Turnbull and Prime Minister Narendra Modi formal-
ised the decision during their meeting on the sidelines of 
the G-20 summit in Turkey in 2015.
Diplomatic sources said they expected a shipment of 
the nuclear fuel from Australia to arrive on Indian shores 
“later this year”.
The two sides will sign some agreements in the field of 
security and energy cooperation.
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‘Ties expanded’
“Our relationship has expanded dramatically since we 
established a strategic partnership in 2009, followed by 
two-way Prime Ministerial visits in 2014. We are taking 
forward an active and ambitious agenda,” Australian High 
Commissioner Harinder Sidhu said in a press release an-
nouncing the Turnbull visit.
However, the CECA, which they have pursued since 
2011 and completed nine rounds on up till September 
2015, is firmly off the list. Officials refused to comment 
on when it was likely to be done, saying only that talks 
remained “complex” at the moment.
It deals with self-driven cars, autonomous unmanned ve-
hicles and aircraft navigation systems
With autonomous vehicles and robot-executed surgeries 
becoming commonplace around the world, the Depart-
ment of Science and Technology (DST) has initiated a 
Cyber Physical Systems (CPS) programme. Still at a nas-
cent stage, it has been conceived as a Rs. 3,000-crore 
exercise that would, at first, take root in some of the In-
dian Institutes of Technology (IITs), according to officials 
familiar with the project.
An initial budget of Rs. 100 crore has been earmarked for 
the project in the current financial year.
Interdisciplinary field
tCPS is an interdisciplinary field that deals with the de-
ployment of computer-based systems that do things in 
the physical world, such as, for instance, the self-driven 
cars produced by Google and Tesla.
However, even smart grids (where electricity is optimally 
distributed on the basis of calculations in real time by 
micro-processors) as well as autonomous unmanned ve-
hicles and aircraft navigation systems qualify as ‘cyber 
physical systems.’
K.R. Murali Mohan, who heads the CPS programme at 
the DST, told The Hinduthat the thrust of the initiative 
would be to “break silos” in academia and encourage 
greater synergy between the university scientists and in-
dustry.
“Centres of excellence would be developed at the IITs 
and universities. There would be dedicated courses [on 
the subject],” he added.
Important area: PM
Prime Minister Narendra Modi had referred to cyber 
physical systems earlier this year at the Indian Science 
Congress in Tirupati. Pointing out that it was an “impor-
tant area that needed to be addressed,” he had noted 
that it had the “potential to pose unprecedented challeng-
es and stresses to our demographic dividend.”

By ensuring that the future workforce is skilled in “robot-
ics, artificial intelligence, digital manufacturing, big data 
analysis, deep learning, quantum communication and 
Internet-of-Things,” it could be turned into a huge oppor-
tunity, he had said.
Though India is only now developing a programme on 
CPS, the National Science Foundation of the United 
States had identified it as a key area of inter-disciplinary 
research back in 2003.
According to Sandeep Kumar Shukla, computer sci-
ence professor at IIT-Kanpur, the success of such a pro-
gramme would require consortia of researchers in the 
field to work together. “IIT Mumbai, for instance, is known 
for research in power systems, and IIT-Kanpur, for com-
puter science. You need certain groups [with expertise] to 
come together,” he told The Hindu .

Visit to India was hugely satisfying, says 
Hasina
Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina said her visit 
to India was hugely satisfying.
“There’s nothing frustrating,” she told journalists briefing 
about her four-day tour.
During the April 7-10 visit, the Bangladesh Prime Minister 
was given a rousing reception by her Indian counterpart 
Narendra Modi who came to receive her at Palam airbase 
breaking the protocol. Ms. Hasina termed it a “pleasant 
surprise.” She stayed at the Rashtrapati Bhavan, which 
broke the tradition of selecting guests for the presidential 
palace.
11 deals signed
Ms. Hasina said 11 deals and 24 Memoranda of Under-
standing (MoU) were signed between India and Bangla-
desh during her visit. The Prime Minister said: “I did not 
return empty-handed. I got something. Sometimes I jok-
ingly say — I wanted water, but got electricity.”
On the unresolved issue of Teesta water sharing, Ms. 
Hasina said nobody could stop the water flow. “We are 
in the downstream and thus water will come down. None 
will be able to stop the flow of water,” she said.
As for the treaty on sharing Teesta waters, she said “the 
Indian Prime Minister has pledged to sign the agreement. 
We can wait with patience for signing it.’
Mamata’s proposal
She also spoke about West Bengal Chief Minister Mama-
ta Banerjee’s alternative proposal on giving Bangladesh 
water from four smaller rivers instead of Teesta but did 
not make any comment.
Ms. Hasina claimed that India built a barrage at the Gazal-
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doba point on the Teesta when the BNP was in power. But 
the then government did not raise its voice against this. 
“Now we are facing the consequence of the barrage,” Ms. 
Hasina, president of the ruling Awami League, said.
It was Prime Minister Hasina’s maiden official visit to In-
dia after her government was voted to power in 2014. 
The premier last paid her official visit to India in January 
2010.

India, U.K. framework to guide technology 
transfer
To expand the cooperation between India and the U.K. 
on sharing of advanced technology, the two countries are 
discussing ways to devise a government-to-government 
framework to facilitate transfer of such technology, said 
visiting U.K. Secretary of State for Defence Sir Michael 
Fallon.
“We have our exports controls, licensing system and I 
know that 99% of the license applications are granted. 
We are looking to further facilitate the transfer through 
a government-to-government framework…,” he said 
speaking at the India-UK strategic dialogue organised by 
the Observer Research Foundation and U.K. High Com-
mission.
This is in line with the understanding reached between 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his British counterpart 
Theresa May during her visit to India in November last 
year. This will be one of the specific areas of discussion 
under the Defence and International Security Partnership 
(DISP) agreed between the two countries in 2015 and will 
be taken up by the Defence Consultative Group (DCG).
Mr. Fallon said that U.K. sees India as a launch pad for 
British companies where “we can develop high-tech ca-
pabilities and sell them to third countries…”
Defence reforms
Making a strong pitch for joint partnerships he said his 
vision is to “design and develop these capabilities, to use 
the best of the Indian brain for this along with the exper-
tise of our long-established defence companies to create 
new and advanced products.”
“We are dead-serious on transfer of technology,” Mr. Fal-
lon stressed.

With Brexit, U.K.-India pact could boost 
trade
The potential for the growth in India-U.K. trade following 
Brexit is an issue that has cropped up frequently in the 

debate around Britain’s decision to leave the E.U., and 
with the triggering of Article 50, focus has shifted to the 
specifics of what that could entail, including the sectors 
that could benefit.
Recent sector-specific analysis conducted by the Com-
monwealth provides an initial picture of what could ensue, 
estimating that bilateral trade could rise by up to 26% a 
year under an FTA between the two nations. While much 
of the growth would come from a reduction on tariffs on 
the Indian side (Indian tariffs are higher on average than 
the other way round — 14.8% versus 8.4%), it estimates 
that Indian exports to the U.K. could rise by as much as 
12%, with sectors such as clothing, industrial and me-
chanical appliances such as turbo jets and transmission 
shafts seeing strong growth.
The report also highlighted the opportunity for increas-
ing the exports of services as well as new exports such 
as non-industrial diamonds, and specific mechanical de-
vices. While the figures are likely to be on the optimistic 
side (envisaging a zero-tariff scenario, and the diversion 
of trade from regions such as the E.U.), they provide a 
snapshot of the beneficial impact a free trade agreement 
could have on stimulating a trade and investment rela-
tionship that has faltered somewhat in recent years.
“There is great potential for future growth in trade be-
tween Indian and the U.K.,” said Pratik Dattani, director 
of FICCI in the U.K. “This is especially as the most recent 
U.K. government figures show India has dropped out of 
the top 20 export markets for the U.K. The coming months 
will no doubt see a need for continued robust analysis of 
the impact on trade in different sectors,” he added.
“Bilateral trade research and reports, such as one by the 
commonwealth secretariat, offer empirical evidence and 
a pragmatic model for countries to understand the impact 
free trade can make,” said Sarosh Zaiwalla of Zaiwalla 
Solicitors.
‘Fresh start’
“While India has been negotiating a broad-based trade 
and investment agreement with the European Union 
since 2007, it has remained inconclusive… India was 
also unable to build and expand on its trade ties with the 
U.K. as it was part of the EU. But with Brexit, Britain offers 
a fresh start for India to engage on a whole and exciting 
new level on sectors which have been largely dormant 
due to EU regulations.”
While there are concerns about Britain’s ability to simul-
taneously look at ways of strengthening relations with 
non-EU nations, at the same time it is conducting nego-
tiations with the E.U., Virendra Sharma, the MP for Ealing 
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Southall who has opposed Brexit, is also optimistic about 
the potential for growth in sector-specific trade going for-
ward, particularly given the uncertainty around Britain’s 
negotiations with the E.U. “The best option for Britain will 
be India.”
Britain cannot commence negotiations with India on 
a trade deal while it remains within the E.U., but both 
nations have been exploring the specifics of their trad-
ing relationship. A joint working group between the two 
countries set up last year will be conducting an audit on 
the current situation and potential future, said Dinesh 
Patnaik, Deputy High Commissioner of India to the U.K.. 
The audit’s terms of reference are currently being estab-
lished, and are set to commence shortly. “We are looking 
at where the opportunities lie.”

Centre mulls nodal body for transport
The Union government is planning to establish a single 
unified transport ministry by merging the Ministries of 
Aviation, Railways, Surface Transport and Shipping so 
as to ensure greater ease of doing business and boost 
India’s trade.
As a first step, inter-ministerial discussions — initiated 
by the Prime Minister’s Office — have started for estab-
lishing a ‘Logistics and Integrated Transport Board’ as 
a nodal body at the central level for all transport-related 
matters across modes, official sources told The Hindu .
The ‘umbrella’ Board — likely to be chaired by a Union 
Cabinet Minister or a Secretary to Government of India — 
will include top officials from other Ministries concerned 
such as Finance, Commerce & Industry, External Affairs 
and Home, as well as senior representatives from the 
Indian industry and legal experts, especially to address 
competition aspects.
‘Minimum government’
The aim, however, is to gradually set up a single unified 
transport ministry by merging the ministries of Aviation, 
Railways, Surface Transport and Shipping to ensure 
greater ease of doing business and boost India’s internal 
and external trade, they said. It is also in line with the 
NDA government’s slogan of ‘minimum government and 
maximum governance’, they added.
The development comes at a time when conglomerates 
such as Adani Group are expanding their multi-modal lo-
gistics operations and when the government is looking to 
expedite the implementation of the Goods and Services 
Tax regime to make India a unified market.
In his 2017-18 Union Budget speech, finance minister 
Arun Jaitley had said: “An effective multi modal logistics 
and transport sector will make our economy more com-

petitive. A specific programme for development of multi-
modal logistics parks, together with multi modal transport 
facilities, will be drawn up and implemented.”
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, during a recent inter-min-
isterial meeting, had sought to know whether currently 
any single Ministry or department has the “ownership and 
responsibility” regarding coordination of all transport and 
logistics related matters, the sources at the Central gov-
ernment said requesting anonymity.
The meeting had taken up the issue of various depart-
ments and agencies within the Ministries of Aviation, Rail-
ways, Surface Transport and Shipping at times working 
in “silos,” in turn leading to red-tapism, as well as delays 
and higher costs in transport and logistics, hence hurting 
India’s trade.
The Prime Minister was also keen to know whether hav-
ing a single unified ‘logistics and integrated transport 
body’ at the national level would be advantageous com-
pared with the present system. In this regard, the Centre 
is considering the report of the National Transport De-
velopment Policy Committee, chaired by Rakesh Mohan.
The report, submitted to the then Prime Minister Man-
mohan Singh in January 2014, had pointed out that 
“nearly all of the 100 largest economies, all of the OECD 
countries, and all of India’s emerging market ‘peers,’ the 
BRICS countries, have a Ministry of Transport or similar 
integrated equivalent rather than the collection of mode-
specific ministries found in India.” It further noted that 
“some of these consolidated national agencies are also 
combined with the Ministry (or equivalent) of communi-
cation, a categorisation reminiscent of India’s early post-
independence structure.”
Larger goals
The report suggested that “India needs to have a single 
unified ministry with a clear mandate to deliver a multi-
modal transport system that contributes to the country’s 
larger development goals including economic growth, 
expansion of employment, geographic expansion of op-
portunities, environmental sustainability, and energy se-
curity.”
The Centre is also reportedly planning to build 35 multi-
modal logistics parks by investing more than Rs. 50,000 
crore. In a bid to link India to global supply chains and 
logistics, the Union Cabinet had last month approved In-
dia’s accession to the United Nations TIR Convention. It 
will allow Indian traders hassle-free access to the global 
system for movement of goods by road or multi- modal 
means across the territories.

India, Sri Lanka slip on oil, trade deals
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Sri Lankan Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe arrived 
in New Delhi  for official meetings expected to announce 
several MoUs on developing energy and infrastructure 
projects in Trincomalee and fast-tracking negotiations for 
an upgraded free trade agreement — the Economic and 
Technical Cooperation Agreement (ETCA). But both face 
opposition in Sri Lanka.
Mr. Wickremesinghe, whose visit is expected to confirm 
a number of agreements to be announced during Prime 
Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Sri Lanka from May 12 
to 14, will meet Mr. Modi, External Affairs Minister Sush-
ma Swaraj, Home Minister Rajnath Singh and Transport 
Minister Nitin Gadkari.
Trincomalee oil storage
External Affairs Ministry officials said they hoped to see 
the agreement on the Trinco Oil storage, which was first 
negotiated in 2003, and the development of infrastruc-
ture — highways, power plants, a refinery and an SEZ — 
around the key port town of Trincomalee to be wrapped 
up during Mr. Wickremesinghe ’s talks .
In a last-minute hitch  night, oil union workers in Colom-
bo went on a strike against the planned MoU with India 
for 84 tanks in the Trincomalee upper oil tank farm, of 
which Sri Lanka is keen to retain at least 10 for use by the 
Ceylon Petroleum Corporation. After day-long talks with 
Sri Lanka’s Petroleum Minister Chandima Weerakoddy, 
and an intervention by Mr. Wickremesinghe , the unions 
called off the strike that hit fuel supplies in the country 
, but claim they have an assurance that their concerns 
over leasing the tanks to India will be taken into consid-
eration before any announcement is made.
Backing their protest were members of the Joint Oppo-
sition and the leftist JVP, who said the deal would give 
India control over energy resources in the island nation.
Upgraded FTA
Meanwhile in Delhi, Commerce Ministry officials contin-
ued their three-day talks on the ETCA, which began, to 
iron out differences on the upgraded Free Trade Agree-
ment (FTA) of 2000 to include services, investment and 
technological trade, which has also faced opposition from 
political parties as well as some businessmen.
“There is widespread opposition to the ETCA in Sri Lan-
ka. Professionals are strongly against it, so are business-
men,” said G.L. Peiris, the leader of the Joint Opposition 
who is close to former President Mahinda Rajapaksa.
“The actual working experience of the FTA for the past 
17 years is responsible [for the opposition]. A variety of 
means have been resorted to, that make it difficult for Sri 
Lankans — import licenses, restrictions on ports, times 
of the year they are allowed to use the ports, certifica-

tion and quarantine times,” Mr. Peiris told The Hindu in 
an interview in Delhi. He went on to warn of opposition 
protests if PM Wickremesinghe “shuts his eyes to the 
problems.”
Acknowledging the problems, a Commerce Ministry of-
ficial said India had sent a team to Sri Lanka recently 
to make presentations on the benefits of widening the 
FTA and had formally asked the government for a list of 
perceived “non-tariff barriers” that businessmen were 
complaining about. “Every country is hesitant these days 
to negotiate trade in services. This is an inevitable part 
and has to be navigated,” the official said. External Affairs 
Ministry officials conceded that the ETCA was far from 
being concluded at present.

Kabul for talks with India, U.S.
Pushing for greater collaborative efforts to defeat terror-
ism in the region, Shaida Abdali, Afghanistan Ambassa-
dor in India, called for a trilateral strategic dialogue be-
tween India, Afghanistan and the U.S.
He said that the idea of trilateral strategic dialogue was 
long discussed but was never operationalised.
Concern over terror
“Reactivation of that strategic dialogue especially in the 
context of the war on terrorism is highly desired. The 
three of us are affected a lot by the phenomenon of ter-
rorism and can decide on a strategy while taking others in 
the region along for a more effective strategy,” Dr. Abdali 
said while speaking at Brookings India here.
Appreciates military aid
On India-Afghanistan defence cooperation, he observed 
that though Indian military assistance was not talked 
about much in public, they had been doing it within “their 
capabilities”.
India has been training several hundreds of officers of the 
Afghan National Army (ANA) in its military academies. At 
any time, 300 officers will be training in India, Dr. Abdali 
said.
“There is a plan for a 50% increase in training very soon,” 
the Ambassador added
This will be one of the issues to be discussed at the sec-
ond partnership council meeting headed by the foreign 
ministers of the two countries scheduled to take place in 
May.
Kabul has also given a wish-list of military items which 
includes artillery guns, tanks and ammunition among oth-
ers.

India, Sri Lanka sign energy pact
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Following Wednesday’s overarching Memorandum of 
Understanding (MoU) signed between India and Sri Lan-
ka, both sides will collaborate in a host of energy and in-
frastructure projects across the island, The Hindu learns.
The Ministry of External Affairs in New Delhi says the 
MoU provides a road map that will require further discus-
sions.
“Our vision to promote connectivity and development 
takes Sabka Saath Sabka Vikas to our external environ-
ment, and naturally to neighbourhood first,” said the MEA 
spokesperson.
The MoU — signed in New Delhi during Prime Minister 
Ranil Wickremesinghe’s visit — includes the setting up 
of a Liquefied Natural Gas (LNG) plant in suburban Co-
lombo and a solar power plant in Sampur in Trincomalee; 
Indian assistance to enhanced use of natural gas in Sri 
Lanka; joint investment in the petroleum sector and part-
nerships in highways and transportation, the spotlight re-
mains on the proposed joint venture to develop a World 
War-era oil storage facility in Trincomalee, the strategi-
cally located port town on the island’s east coast.
As per the MoU, the countries will also jointly set up In-
dustrial Zones and Special Economic Zones in Sri Lanka. 
Colombo has been keen on attracting Indian investment 
into the island.

Bhutan out of vehicle pact
India’s plan for a sub-regional motor vehicle agreement 
faced a setback, as the Bhutan government announced 
that it is not ready to go ahead with the process at pre-
sent. It asked the other members of the ‘BBIN’ grouping 
— India, Bangladesh and Nepal — to continue to opera-
tionalise it without Bhutan.
“The Royal government has decided to give its consent 
for the entry into force of the agreement among the 3 
member-states without any obligation to Bhutan. The 
agreement will enter into force for Bhutan after its ratifi-
cation process is completed,” an official statement issued 
by the Foreign Ministry in Thimphu said.
“The Royal government remains fully committed to the 
BBIN process, including the BBIN Motor Vehicle Agree-
ment,” it added.
Bhutan Prime Minister Tshering Tobgay’s decision to step 
out of the BBIN process comes on the back of severe 
domestic opposition to the motor vehicles agreement, 
primarily on fears of vehicular pollution and environmen-
tal degradation if trucks from neighbouring countries are 
given access to Bhutan, a country that prides itself on its 
“carbon neutrality” and preserving the environment.
As a result, despite the fact that the MVA agreement was 

signed on June 15, 2015, and ratified on its second at-
tempt in the lower house in July 2016, the upper house in 
Bhutan voted it down in November 2016.
The Bhutan government statement signifies that Prime 
Minister Tobgay had also decided not to use the option 
of calling a joint house of parliament to push through the 
ratification, which India, Bangladesh and Nepal have al-
ready completed.
Dhaka’s initiative
A last minute intervention by Bangladesh Prime Minister 
Sheikh Hasina, who visited Thimphu earlier this month 
and made a public appeal to pass the BBIN-MVA, also 
appears to have failed to convince the government, as it 
heads towards elections in 2018.
“Yes, we have withdrawn from BBIN for now as it would 
be better to have something where there is a harmonious 
position among the people. Currently, the environment is 
not right for it with entrenched positions,” Mr. Tobgay was 
quoted by local newspaper The Bhutanese as saying.

‘Revival of fertilizer plants can make India an 
exporter’
The Centre’s revival of four fertilizer plants at a total cost 
of Rs. 50,000 crore has the potential to turn India into a 
fertilizer exporting country from an importing one, Chemi-
cals and Fertilizer Minister Ananth Kumar said.
“When all these plants (at Barauni, Singhri, Gorakhpur, 
and Talcher) start, they will add about 75 lakh metric 
tonnes to the output, taking the total capacity to about 
320 lakh metric tonnes,” Mr. Kumar told reporters fol-
lowing a joint review meeting with Petroleum Minister 
Dharmendra Pradhan and Power Minister Piyush Goyal. 
“From a fertilizer importing country, we will be capable of 
exporting.”
“In agriculture, one of the most important issue is that of 
fertilizer,” Mr. Pradhan, who was also present at the press 
conference, said.
“The expenditure and the construction activities for all 
four plants will begin in calendar year 2017 after the 
monsoon, and depending on the availability of the Prime 
Minister, he will lay the foundation stones at that time,” 
he said.
Eastern region
Mr. Pradhan also emphasised the Centre’s plan to im-
prove development in the eastern region of the country, 
adding that massive infrastructure investment in the re-
gion would be a boost to a ‘Second Green Revolution’ in 
the region.
“A massive investment of Rs. 50,000 crore is being un-



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 32
  News and Events of April 2017

Vo
l. 

32
  A

pr
  2

01
7

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

dertaken for the revival of the closed fertilizer plants and setting up of a gas pipeline network to connect Eastern India 
to the national gas grid,” Mr. Pradhan said.
“Of this, Rs. 20,000 crore would be invested to revive the plants at Gorakhpur (Uttar Pradesh), Barauni (Bihar) and 
Sindri (Jharkhand).”
The government will be investing Rs. 8,000 crore in the Talcher fertilizer plant in Odisha through a consortium com-
prising Fertilizer Corporation of India, Gas Authority of India Limited, Rashtriya Chemical and Fertilizer Limited, and 
Coal India Limited. The Talcher facility will also be the first plant to deploy a coal gasification system.
“We have already improved the capacity of the existing fertilizer plants from 225 lakh metric tonnes to 245 lakh metric 
tonnes at no additional cost,” Mr. Kumar said.

Turkey seeks defence ties with India
Looking beyond traditional military ties with Pakistan and the NATO member countries, Turkey is eager to build a 
defence partnership with India.
A senior Turkish official said that apart from defence, Ankara wants to explore nuclear and space opportunities with 
India and intends to join hands with it for a more just world order.
“India is one of the biggest importers of defence material in the world and has an excellent defence industry. That is 
why we are keen to build partnership with India’s defence industry,” said H. Ilnur Cevik, Senior Adviser to President 
Recep Tayyip Erdogan of Turkey.
Turkey and Pakistan have been traditional friends since the 1950s when both joined the Western Bloc. But Mr. Cevik 
maintained that Turkey has decided to create space for cooperation with India.
In an exclusive chat with The Hindu, Mr. Cevik said that despite support to Pakistan’s concerns on Kashmir, Turkey 
believes that the Kashmir issue has no military solution.
“Pakistan is a very good friend of Turkey but that does not mean India cannot be a close friend of Turkey,” Mr. Cevik 
said.“We want India to be a partner of Turkey in defence, in nuclear issues, on contracting issues in Africa – in all 
areas – we want India to be our partner.”

India to seal pact with Russia-led grouping
India is set to formalise a free trade agreement with the Eurasian Economic Union, clearing the decks for negotiations 
on deepening trade relations with the five former Soviet republics.
The joint statement on the FTA is likely to be issued during Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s meeting with Russian 
President Vladimir Putin at St. Petersburg on June 1, Sunil Kumar, joint secretary, Ministry of Commerce and Industry, 
said here . Addressing a stakeholder consultation, he said the report of the Joint Feasibility Study Group had been 
accepted by both sides and the formal negotiations would begin by July.
The Eurasian Economic Union comprises Russia, Belarus, Armenia, Kazakhstan and Kyrgyzstan. The FTA is ex-
pected to open up a huge market with a trade potential of $37 to 62 billion.
Trade between India and the five Eurasian countries stands at about $11 billion. “The FTA with the Eurasian countries 
was dictated by India’s need to diversify into new markets. We have a targeted trade of $30 billion with the five coun-
tries by 2025 and $15 billion annual investment,” Mr. Kumar said.
At the meeting, experts highlighted the need for better understanding of the challenges in the new market like non-
tariff barriers and quality standards before the negotiations take place.
Mr. Kumar said the Eurasian market could open up new export opportunities for Kerala in medical tourism, IT and 
IT-enabled services, besides traditional sectors like spices, marine products, coir and rubber. He stressed the need 
for safeguards in the pact to protect the state’s interests. Exporters and representatives of trade organisations called 
for steps to prevent dumping of goods and misuse of the rules of origin. They also highlighted the need for clarity on 
sanitary and phytosanitary measures, import licensing, quantitative restrictions and trade remedies.
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New way to fight drug resistant superbugs
Scientists have found that an unusual approach of re-
moving antibodies from the blood stream could reduce 
chronic infections, an advance that may help humans in 
the fight against drug resistant superbugs.
Researchers from the University of Birmingham and New-
castle University in the U.K. identified two patients with 
bronchiectasis who suffered with chronic Pseudomonas 
aeruginosa infections that were resistant to many antibi-
otics.
Bronchiectasis is a disease that leads to permanent en-
largement of the airways in the lung.
Symptoms are debilitating for patients, and typically in-
clude a chronic cough, shortness of breath, coughing up 
blood, and chest pain. Bronchiectasis often affects pa-
tients beyond the age at which lung transplantation is 
possible.
Like kidney dialysis
Chronic Pseudomonas aeruginosa lung infections com-
monly occur in patients suffering from bronchiectasis.
“We used a process known as plasmapheresis that is 
somewhat like kidney dialysis,” said Tony De Soyza, Sen-
ior Lecturer at Newcastle University.
“The plasmapheresis involved the removal, treatment, 
and return of blood plasma from circulation, and was 
done five times in a week in order to remove antibody 
from the patients,” said De Soyza. “We then replaced an-
tibodies with those from blood donations. This treatment 
restored the ability for the patients’ blood to kill their in-
fecting Pseudomonas,” he said.

SpaceX rocket makes history
SpaceX successfully launched and then retrieved its first 
recycled rocket , a historic feat and the biggest leap yet in 
its bid to drive down costs and speed up flights.
It was the first time SpaceX founder Elon Musk tried to 
fly a booster that soared before an orbital mission. He 

was at a loss for words after the Falcon 9 core landed on 
the bull’s-eye of the ocean platform following lift-off with a 
broadcasting satellite.
“This is a huge day. My mind’s blown, frankly,” Mr. Musk 
said.
He called it an “incredible milestone in the history of 
space” and predicted, “this is going to be a huge revolu-
tion in spaceflight.”
Mr. Musk foresees dozens, if not hundreds of repeat 
flights, for a booster and rocket turnarounds of as little 
as 24 hours, perhaps by next year. Land, refuel and then 
back up again, with everything leading to one day putting 
humanity “out there among the stars.”
This particular first stage landed on an ocean platform 
almost exactly a year ago after a space station launch 
for NASA.
SpaceX refurbished and tested the 15-story booster, still 
sporting its nine original engines. It nailed another verti-
cal landing at sea  once it was finished boosting the satel-
lite for the SES company of Luxembourg.
Loud cheers
SpaceX employees outside jammed Mission Control 
at the Hawthorne, California, company headquarters 
cheered loudly every step of the way and again when the 
satellite reached its proper orbit.
Longtime customer SES got a discount for agreeing to 
use a salvaged rocket, but wouldn’t say how much. It’s 
not just about the savings, said chief technology officer 
Martin Halliwell. He called it “a big step for everybody 
something that’s never, ever been done before.”

Ken-Betwa: Forest body for lowering dam 
height
The Environment Ministry’s Forest Advisory Committee 
(FAC) has said the Ken-Betwa river-interlinking project 
should consider reducing the height of the proposed 
Dhaudan dam by at least 5 metres as well as re-aligning 
the main water-bearing canal to minimise the use of for-
est land. The FAC is a body that decides on whether for-
est land can be given up for industrial projects,
“The height of the Dhaudan dam may be re-examined in 
the interest of conserving the park and the committee rec-
ommends that the height may be reduced by 10 meters if 
not at least 5 metre as a trade-off between conservation 
and development,” said a report by a sub-committee of 
the FAC.
The project involves building a 77-m tall and 2-km wide 
dam and a 230-km long canal to transfer water from 
the Ken river and irrigate 3.64 lakh hectares in the Bun-

Science,
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delkhand region of U.P. and Madhya Pradesh. However, 
building them means encroaching into Madhya Pradesh’s 
Panna Tiger reserve and inundating 6,221 hectares — 
4,141 of which is core forest — when the reservoir is filled 
to the brim.
‘Non-negotiable’
The project has been cleared over the last year by sever-
al government authorities such as the National Board for 
Wildlife and the Expert Appraisal Committee. The FAC 
deliberated on the subcommittee report on March 30 and 
its decision is expected to be made public later this week.
Two officials in the Water Ministry told The Hindu that 
reducing the dam height was non-negotiable.

Eclipses of binary star shed light on orbiting 
exo-planet
A team of scientists from Raman Research Institute, Ben-
galuru, and University of Delhi have seen for the first time 
indications of a massive planet orbiting a low mass X-ray 
binary star system. The technique that has been used, 
namely, X-ray observations, is a new way of detecting 
exoplanets. The results have been published in Monthly 
Notices of the Royal Astronomical Society. The system is 
nearly 30,000 light years away and the planet is expected 
to be nearly 8,000 times as massive as the earth.
Paired with neutron star
The star system in question, MXB 1658-298 is an X-ray 
binary and a part of the constellation Ophiuchus (serpent 
bearer). X-ray binaries consist of a pair of stars orbiting 
each other of which one is compact one such as a black 
hole or a neutron star (in this case, a neutron star). The 
neutron star draws matter from its less-massive compan-
ion. The mass when drawn generates X-rays which are 
detected by detectors placed in satellites in space.
Discovered in 1976, this binary star system is so far and 
so faint that it may be observed only when it shows “out-
bursts” of X-rays. That is, an increase in X-ray intensity 
by a factor of 100 or more. Recently this system showed 
an outburst. “This provided us with an excellent oppor-
tunity to try to trace the orbital evolution of this system,” 
Chetana Jain, Assistant Professor, Hansraj College, Del-
hi, who is the first author of the paper, says in an email.
As the two stars revolve around each other, the less-
massive companion star hides the compact star every-
time it crosses the line of sight, in between the detec-
tor and the neutron star, giving rise to eclipses. In X-ray 
binaries, the time in-between eclipses of the source can 
increase, decrease and also shows abrupt changes. This 
system, MXB 1658-298, is special in that the time be-

tween the eclipses increases and decreases periodically. 
“The eclipse first [time] arrived about ten seconds earlier 
and after about a year, arrived about ten seconds later 
that what would be expected [if these was no other body 
disturbing the system]” says Biswajit Paul, Raman Re-
search Institute, who led the research, in an email. The 
team was surprised by this unusual behaviour.
The massive third
This periodic variation implied that there was a third body 
orbiting the system. “The long-term evolution of the mid-
eclipse times indicated that this orbit is shrinking. Over 
and above this, we found periodic variation on shorter 
timescale,” says Dr Jain, summarising the results.
“Till now, there are various indirect methods [of detecting 
exoplanets] such as transit photometry and microlens-
ing,” says Dr Jain. This discovery is made with a new 
technique, by measuring periodic delays in X-ray eclips-
es.
X-ray observations are done from space observatories 
such as NASA’s Chandra X-ray Observatory. “In this par-
ticular work, we have used data from XMM-Newton and 
archival data from RXTE (NASA) and some earlier pub-
lished values of mid-eclipse times,” says Dr Paul, who 
has been studying this system for eight years.

Fungus that eats plastic may help clean 
environment
Scientists have identified a soil fungus, which uses en-
zymes to rapidly break down plastic materials, an ad-
vance that could help deal with waste problem that 
threatens our environment.
Humans are producing ever greater amounts of plastic 
— much of which ends up as garbage. Since plastic does 
not break down in the same way as other organic materi-
als, it can persist in the environment over long periods of 
time.
Now, researchers from the Chinese Academy of Sci-
ences have found an unexpected solution to the growing 
plastic problem in the form of a soil fungus.
Attempts to deal with plastic waste through burying, recy-
cling, incineration or other methods are variously unsus-
tainable, costly and can result in toxic by-products, which 
are hazardous to human health.
Researchers argue that we urgently need to find new, 
safer and more effective ways to degrade waste plastics. 
The team found the plastic-eating fungus living in a rub-
bish tip in Islamabad, Pakistan.
Physical strength used
The researchers took samples of soil and various pieces 
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of rubbish in hopes of finding an organism that could feed 
on plastic waste in the same way that other fungi feed on 
dead plant or animal material.
Aspergillus tubingensis is a fungus, which ordinarily lives 
in the soil. In laboratory trials, the researchers found that 
it also grows on the surface of plastics.
It secretes enzymes onto the surface of the plastic, and 
these break the chemical bonds between the plastic mol-
ecules, or polymers.
Using advanced microscopy and spectroscopy tech-
niques, the team found that the fungus also uses the 
physical strength of its mycelia — the network of root—
like filaments grown by fungi — to help break apart the 
polymers.
Scientists have identified a soil fungus, which uses en-
zymes to rapidly break down plastic materials, an ad-
vance that could help deal with waste problem that 
threatens our environment.
Humans are producing ever greater amounts of plastic 
— much of which ends up as garbage. Since plastic does 
not break down in the same way as other organic materi-
als, it can persist in the environment over long periods of 
time.
Now, researchers from the Chinese Academy of Sci-
ences have found an unexpected solution to the growing 
plastic problem in the form of a soil fungus.
Attempts to deal with plastic waste through burying, recy-
cling, incineration or other methods are variously unsus-
tainable, costly and can result in toxic by-products, which 
are hazardous to human health.
Researchers argue that we urgently need to find new, 
safer and more effective ways to degrade waste plastics. 
The team found the plastic-eating fungus living in a rub-
bish tip in Islamabad, Pakistan.
Physical strength used
The researchers took samples of soil and various pieces 
of rubbish in hopes of finding an organism that could feed 
on plastic waste in the same way that other fungi feed on 
dead plant or animal material.
Aspergillus tubingensis is a fungus, which ordinarily lives 
in the soil. In laboratory trials, the researchers found that 
it also grows on the surface of plastics.
It secretes enzymes onto the surface of the plastic, and 
these break the chemical bonds between the plastic mol-
ecules, or polymers.
Using advanced microscopy and spectroscopy tech-
niques, the team found that the fungus also uses the 
physical strength of its mycelia — the network of root—
like filaments grown by fungi — to help break apart the 

polymers.

A ‘sci-fi’ therapy to fight brain tumours
It sounds like science fiction, but a cap-like device that 
makes electric fields to fight cancer improved survival for 
the first time in more than a decade for people with dead-
ly brain tumors, final results of a large study suggest.
Many doctors are skeptical of the therapy, called tumour 
treating fields, and it is not a cure. It is also ultra-expen-
sive, at $21,000 a month. But in the study, more than 
twice as many patients were alive five years after receiv-
ing it, plus the usual chemotherapy, than those given just 
the chemo.
The device, called Optune, is made by Novocure, based 
in Jersey, an island near England. It is sold in the U.S., 
Germany, Switzerland and Japan for adults with an ag-
gressive form of cancer called glioblastoma multiforme, 
and is used with chemo after surgery and radiation to try 
to keep these tumours from recurring.
Patients cover their shaved scalp with strips of electrodes 
connected by wires to a small generator in a bag. They 
can wear a hat, go about their usual lives, and are sup-
posed to use the device at least 18 hours a day. It is not 
an electric current or radiation, and they feel only mild 
heat.
It supposedly works by creating low-intensity, alternating 
electric fields that disrupt cell division, confusing the way 
chromosomes line up, which makes the cells die.

‘Grassoline’ may power future flights
In the quest of more sustainable energy sources, sci-
entists have developed ‘grassoline’ — a biofuel derived 
from grass that could one day power aircraft.
Researchers investigated methods that can disintegrate 
and treat grass until it can be used as a fuel. “Due to its 
vast abundance, grass is the perfect source of energy,” 
said Way Cern Khor from Ghent University in Belgium.
“Right now the amount of biofuel that can be made from 
grass is still limited to a few drops. The current process 
is very expensive, and engines should be adapted to this 
new kind of fuel,” researchers said.
“If we can keep working on optimising this process in co-
operation with the business world, we can come down 
on the price. And maybe in a few years we can all fly on 
grass!” Khor said.

India takes over control of Kudankulam Unit 
1
India has taken over full operational control of Unit 1 of 
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the Kudankulam Nuclear Power Plant (KKNPP).
India signed a joint statement with Russia on the final 
takeover of the unit, formally marking the full transition.
The agreement was signed between representatives of 
Nuclear Power Corporation of India Ltd. and the ASE 
Group of Companies, a subsidiary of ROSATOM State 
Atomic Energy Corporation of Russia.
With the deal, the Russian and the Indian sides have 
confirmed fulfilment of all warranty terms and obligations 
of the contractor (ASE Group of Companies) for the con-
struction of Unit 1, Rosatom said in a statement.
“The warranty period run showed reliable and safe op-
eration of Unit 1. Thus, the Indian side confirms that ASE 
Group of Companies, which is a general contractor, has 
fulfilled all its tasks in full and accurately,” said Andrei 
Lebedev, vice-president of ASE for projects in South Asia.
The commercial operation and the warranty period of 
Unit 1 started in December 2014. The warranty is typi-
cally for one year, which ended in December 2015.
However, the final takeover agreement was delayed to 
ensure the reliability of the plant and equipment as this is 
the first of a series of six reactors.
Technical issues
Unit 1 had encountered technical issues and was shut 
down briefly after it commenced power generation.
On March 30, 2017, the joint protocol on provisional ac-
ceptance of Unit 2 of the plant was signed, which marked 
the start of its commercial operation.

North India to get DNA bank for wildlife
North India is all set to get its first DNA bank for wild-
life. Scientists at the Indian Veterinary Research Insti-
tute (IVRI) in Bareilly are in the process of collecting 
DNA samples of all wild animals to set up the bank. It is 
expected to help in research and also in bringing down 
poaching.
At present, the Laboratory for the Conservation of En-
dangered Species (LaCONES) in Hyderabad is the only 
such facility in the country.
To start by year-end
According to principal scientist and in-charge of the Cen-
tre for Wildlife, IVRI, Anil Kumar Sharma, so far, the sci-
entists have collected 140 samples of 25 wild animals. 
The DNA bank is expected to start this year-end.
“We are making a baseline data of different animals. 
Every time we receive some identified specimen, viscera, 
skin or part of the body of a wild animal from either forest 
department or zoo, we take out the DNA,” Mr. Sharma 

toldThe Hindu on phone from Bareilly.
It took one year for the IVRI to collect the DNA samples of 
animals such as tigers, leopards, lions, elephants, rhinos 
and deer, which are on the radar of poachers.
“At present, every time there is an incident of poaching, 
the specimen is sent to the facility in Hyderabad, which is 
an expensive affair. Also it is too much of a pressure on 
the Hyderabad institute. We are starting this to cater to 
the needs of north India,” Mr. Sharma said.
The DNA bank was the brainchild of Dr. Raj Kumar Singh, 
the director of Indian Council of Agricultural Research-
IVRI, Mr. Sharma added.
“The bank has ‘positive sample’ meaning ‘known sam-
ple’ which will have DNA sequencing. In future, if we get 
some ‘unknown sample’ like hair or skin, then with the 
help of the DNA bank, we can tell which animal it belongs 
to,” Mr. Sharma added.

‘Difficult to meet BS-VI deadline’
Automobile manufacturers conveyed to the Supreme 
Court their difficulty in starting the process of conversion 
of vehicles to BS-VI emission norm from 2019 to meet 
the April 1, 2020 deadline.
The manufacturers told a Bench of Justices Madan B. 
Lokur and Deepak Gupta that as per the report of the En-
vironment Pollution Control Authority (EPCA), they have 
to start the conversion of their vehicles into BS-VI from 
2019 so that it could be sold from April 1, 2020, but said 
there were technological issues in it.
“The BS-VI would come into effect from April 1, 2020. Ef-
fectively, we will have to start the process of conversion 
from 2019 which is difficult. There are issues of technol-
ogy,” Society of Indian Automobile Manufacturers (SIAM) 
told the court.
Large asteroid to buzz past Earth on April 19: NASA
A relatively large near-Earth asteroid will fly safely past 
our planet on April 19 at a distance of about 1.8 million 
kilometres — over four times the distance from Earth to 
the Moon, NASA said today.
Although there is no possibility for the asteroid to collide 
with Earth, this will be a very close approach for an aster-
oid of this size.
The asteroid, known as 2014 JO25, was discovered in 
May 2014 by astronomers at the Catalina Sky Survey in 
Arizona, US.
Contemporary measurements by NASA’s NEOWISE 
mission indicate that the asteroid is roughly 650 meters 
in size, and that its surface is about twice as reflective as 
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that of the Moon.
At this time very little else is known about the object’s 
physical properties, even though its trajectory is well 
known.
The asteroid will approach Earth from the direction of the 
Sun and will become visible in the night sky after April 19.
It is predicted to brighten to about magnitude 11, when it 
could be visible in small optical telescopes for one or two 
nights before it fades as the distance from Earth rapidly 
increases, NASA said.
Small asteroids pass within this distance of Earth several 
times each week, but the upcoming close approach is 
the closest by any known asteroid of this size, or larger, 
since asteroid Toutatis, a five-kilometre asteroid, which 
approached within about four lunar distances in 2004.
The next known encounter of an asteroid of comparable 
size will occur in 2027 when the 800-metre-wide aster-
oid 1999 AN10 will fly by at one lunar distance, about 
380,000 kilometres.
The April 19 encounter provides an outstanding oppor-
tunity to study this asteroid, and astronomers plan to 
observe it with telescopes around the world to learn as 
much about it as possible.
The encounter on April 19 is the closest this asteroid has 
come to Earth for at least the last 400 years and will be its 
closest approach for at least the next 500 years.
Also on April 19, the comet PanSTARRS (C/2015 ER61) 
will make its closest approach to Earth, at a very safe 
distance of 175 million kilometres, NASA said.
A faint fuzzball in the sky was discovered in 2015 by the 
Pan-STARRS NEO survey team using a telescope on the 
summit of Haleakala, Hawaii.
The comet has since brightened considerably due to a 
recent outburst and is now visible in the dawn sky with 
binoculars or a small telescope.

IIT Bombay uses mango leaves to make 
fluorescent graphene quantum dots
Using mango leaves to synthesise fluorescent graphene 
quantum dots (nanocrystals of semiconductor material), 
researchers from the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) 
Bombay have been able to produce cheap probes for 
bioimaging and for intracellular temperature sensing.
Unlike the currently used dyes, quantum dots synthe-
sised from mango leaves are biocompatible, have ex-
cellent photostability and show no cellular toxicity. The 
results were published in the journal ACS Sustainable 
Chemistry & Engineering.

Green route
To synthesise quantum dots, the researchers cut mango 
leaves into tiny pieces and froze them using liquid nitro-
gen. The frozen leaves were crushed into powder and 
dipped in alcohol. The extract was centrifuged and the 
supernatant evaporated in an evaporator and then heat-
ed in a microwave for five minutes to get a fine powder.
Using mice fibroblast cells, a team led by Rohit Srivastava 
from the Department of Biosciences and Bioengineering 
at IIT Bombay evaluated the potential of quantum dots 
for bioimaging and temperature-sensing applications. 
In mice cell in vitro studies, the graphene quantum dots 
were able to get into the cells easily without destroying 
the integrity, viability and multiplication of the cells. The 
quantum dots get into the cytoplasm of the cell.
The quantum dots, 2-8 nanometre in size, were found to 
emit red luminescence when excited by UV light. “Even 
when the excitation wavelength was 300-500 nanometre, 
the emission from the quantum dots was at 680 nanome-
tre. The quantum dots exhibited excitation-independent 
emission,” says Mukeshchand Thakur from the Depart-
ment of Biosciences and Bioengineering at IIT Bombay, 
one of the authors of the paper.
The quantum dots have smaller and larger fluorescent 
units. When the excitation is at lower wavelength, the 
smaller units transfer energy to the larger units and there 
is red emission. And when the excitation is at higher 
wavelength, the red emission comes directly from the 
larger units, thus remaining excitation-independent.
Nanothermometer
“Since the quantum dots get into the cytoplasm of the 
cell, the graphene quantum dots can be used for cell 
cytoplasm labelling applications,” says Mukesh Kumar 
Kumawat from the Department of Biosciences and Bio-
engineering, IIT Bombay and the first author of the paper.
The quantum dots found inside the cells showed intense 
florescence at 25 degree C. As the temperature rises to 
45 degree C, the intensity of fluorescence tends to de-
crease.
As a result, the researchers found up to 95% reduction 
in fluorescence intensity when the temperature was in-
creased by 20 degree C. “So quantum dots can be used 
for detecting temperature variation in the intracellular en-
vironment,” says Thakur.
“The graphene quantum dots can be used as a nanother-
mometre. Besides measuring intracellular temperature 
increase, they can be used for measuring temperature 
increase in cancer cells and when there is inflammation,” 
says Prof. Srivastava. “We are seeing interest by compa-
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nies making imaging probes. There is also interest to use 
it as a temperature probe.”
“Since the quantum dots emit red light, they can be used 
for making organic light-emitting diodes as well,” says 
Kumawat.

IISc designs a novel graphene electrical 
conductor
Researchers from the Indian Institute of Science (IISc), 
Bengaluru have been able to experimentally produce a 
new type of electrical conductor that was theoretically 
predicted nearly 20 years ago.
A team led by Arindam Ghosh from the Department of 
Physics, IISc successful produced graphene that is sin-
gle- or a few-layers thick to conduct current along one 
particular edge — the zigzag edge. The zigzag edge of 
graphene layer has a unique property: It allows flow of 
charge without any resistance at room temperature and 
above.
“This is the first we found the perfect edge structure in 
graphene and demonstrated electrical conductance 
along the edge,” says Prof. Ghosh. The results of the 
study were published in the journal Nature Nanotechnol-
ogy.
A few-layers-thick graphene that conducts current along 
one edge does not experience any resistance and so can 
lead to realising power-efficient electronics and quantum 
information transfer, even at room temperature.
Getting an edge
Many groups over the world have been trying to access 
these edges since the emergence of graphene in 2004, 
but have been largely unsuccessful because when cur-
rent flows through graphene, it flows through both the 
edge as well as the bulk. “We succeeded in this endeav-
our by creating the bulk part of graphene extremely nar-
row (less than 10 nanometre thick), and hence highly re-
sistive, thus forcing the current to flow through the edge 
alone,” he says.
“While the bulk is totally insulating, the edge alone has 
the ability to conduct because of the unique quantum me-
chanics of the edge. Because of the zigzag orientation of 
carbon atoms [resulting from the hexagonal lattice], the 
electron wave on each carbon atom overlaps and forms 
a continuous train of wave along the edge. This makes 
the edge conducting,” explains Prof. Ghosh. The edge 
will remain conductive even if it is very long but has to be 
chemically and structurally pristine.
In the past, others researchers had tried making nar-
row graphene through chemical methods. But the use of 

chemicals destroys the edges. So the IISc team resorted 
to mechanical exfoliation to make graphene that are sin-
gle- and few-layers thick. They used a small metal robot 
to peel the graphene from pyrolytic graphite. “If you take 
a metal tip and crash it on graphite and take it back, a part 
of the graphite will stick to the tip. The peeling was done 
slowly and gradually (in steps of 0.1 Å),” says Amogh 
Kinikar from the Department of Physics at IISc and the 
first author of the paper.
Effect of chemicals
The exfoliation was carried out at room temperature but 
under vacuum and the electrical conductance was meas-
ured at the time of exfoliation before the pristine nature 
of the edge was affected. The unsatisfied bonds of the 
carbon atoms make them highly reactive and they tend 
to react with hydrogen present in the air. “The edges con-
duct without any resistance as long as the edges don’t 
come in contact with any chemicals,” says Prof. Ghosh. 
“It is very easy to passivate [make the surface unreactive 
by coating the surface with a thin inert layer] the edges 
to prevent contamination [when narrow graphene is used 
for commercial purposes].”
As the carbon atoms have a hexagonal structure, exfolia-
tion is by default at 30 degree angle and one of the edges 
has a zigzag property. “The steplike changes observed 
for small values of conductance when other variables 
were changed were surprising. Through theoretical work 
we were able to link this to edge modes in graphene,” 
says Prof. H.R.Krishnamurthy from the Department of 
Physics, IISc and one of the authors of the paper.
There are currently several chemical methods to produce 
very narrow graphene nanoribbons. But these chemicals 
tend to destroy the edges. “So the challenge is to pro-
duce graphene nanoribbons using chemicals that do 
not destroy the edges,” Prof. Ghosh says. “We believe 
that this successful demonstration of the dissipation-less 
edge conduction will act as great incentive to develop 
new chemical methods to make high-quality graphene 
nano-ribbons or nano-strips with clean edges.”

NASA balloon launch again delayed
The launch of NASA’s super pressure balloon — carry-
ing a space observatory designed to detect high-energy 
cosmic rays — was postponed for the third time  due to 
poor weather conditions.
Wind speeds were just slightly above those required for 
launch, and with the uncertainty for precipitation in the 
area, the team made the decision to postpone for the day.
No launch attempt is scheduled, NASA said in a blog post. 
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This was the third scheduled launch attempt for NASA’s 
2017 Wanaka Balloon Campaign from New Zealand.
The first attempt was cancelled due to unacceptable 
stratospheric wind conditions.
The second attempt was cancelled due to a mechanical 
issue with a crane used for launch operations, which has 
since been resolved.
Long duration flight
The purpose of the flight is to test and validate the super 
pressure balloon (SPB) technology with the goal of long 
duration flight of over 100 days at mid-latitudes.
In addition, the Extreme Universe Space Observatory 
on a Super Pressure Balloon (EUSO-SPB) will be on the 
test flight.
EUSO-SPB is designed to detect high-energy cosmic 
rays originating from outside our galaxy as they pene-
trate the Earth’s atmosphere.

‘Zero recovery’ for damaged corals
Coral bleached for two consecutive years at Australia’s 
Great Barrier Reef has “zero prospect” of recovery, scien-
tists warned , as they confirmed the site has again been 
hit by warming sea temperatures.
Researchers said last month they were detecting another 
round of mass bleaching this year after a severe event in 
2016, and their fears were confirmed after aerial surveys 
of the entire 2,300-kilometre long bio-diverse reef.
Last year, the northern areas of the World Heritage-listed 
area were hardest hit, with the middle-third now experi-
encing the worst effects.

“Bleached corals are not necessarily dead corals, but 
in the severe central region we anticipate high levels of 
coral loss,” said James Kerry, a marine biologist at James 
Cook University who led the aerial surveys.
“It takes at least a decade for a full recovery of even the 
fastest growing corals, so mass bleaching events 12 
months apart offer zero prospect of recovery for reefs 
that were damaged in 2016,” Mr. Kerry said.
It is the fourth time coral bleaching — where stressed 
corals expel the algae that live in their tissue and provide 

them with food — has hit the reef after previous events in 
1998 and 2002, scientists said.

UNICEF seeks help from Islamic bodies to 
achieve vaccination goal
To quell the rumours around the measles-rubella vac-
cine, UNICEF has reached out to Islamic civil society 
organisations, religious leaders and academia to create 
trust and address myths around immunisation.
India has one of the largest immunisation programmes 
in the world, with nearly 26 million children targeted an-
nually for immunisation. However, according to UNICEF, 
despite extensive coverage, only 65% of children in India 
received all vaccines during the first year of their life. In-
dia’s newest MR (measles rubella) vaccine also protects 
children from measles, a major cause of fatalities in small 
children, with 134,200 measles deaths globally in 2015, 
of which around 49,200 occurred in India — nearly 36%. 
This is the first time the rubella vaccine has been intro-
duced in India’s childhood immunisation programme and 
misinformation about the vaccine in minority communi-
ties has caused concern in the government. “Immunisa-
tion is one of the most effective and cost-effective ways 
to protect children’s lives and futures. Through full im-
munisation coverage, we can make sure that the benefits 
of life-saving vaccines reach every child. The recently in-
troduced measles rubella vaccine, which will be provided 
for free in schools in health facilities and at outreach ses-
sion sites during the campaign, is another such step to 
achieving our goals,” says Dr. Pradeep Haldar, deputy 
commissioner, Immunisation, Health Ministry.
Serious consequences
Rubella, which is commonly referred to as German 
Measles, is a mild infection, but can have serious con-
sequences if it occurs in pregnant women. The introduc-
tion of these new vaccines in the Universal Immunisa-
tion Programme aims to reduce childhood mortality and 
protect children from three major highly preventable and 
potentially fatal diseases — measles, pneumonia and di-
arrhoea. The first-time introduction of the rubella vaccine, 
in a combination MR shot, protects children against irre-
versible and devastating health issues.
UNICEF has engaged with Urdu media in efforts to cre-
ate trust in vaccines and address myths around immu-
nisation, Shamina Shafiq, executive founder director, 
Power Foundation, said.

Global collaboration project Belle-II moves a 
step forward
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The High Energy Accelerator Research Organisation 
(KEK) completed the much-awaited ‘rolling-in’ of the 
Belle-II experiment in Tsukuba, Japan, . This experiment 
is designed to study violations of the Standard Model of 
particle physics.
A grand collaboration of 700 scientists from 23 countries, 
Belle-II has a significant Indian participation both on ex-
perimental and theoretical sides.
The fourth layer of the six-layer, highly sensitive particle 
detector, which is at the heart of Belle-II, has been built by 
Indian scientists, led by Tariq Aziz and Gagan Mohanty, 
who are with the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research 
(TIFR), Mumbai.
“In 1998, when Indians [in this field] were working most-
ly with CERN (European Organisation for Nuclear Re-
search), KEK first wanted us to participate in this experi-
ment, which had a complementary approach,” says Prof 
Aziz.
Scientists from the Indian Institutes of Technology in 
Bhubaneswar, Chennai, Guwahati and Hyderabad; the 
Institute of Mathematical Sciences, Chennai; Panjab Uni-
versity; Punjab Agricultural University; Malaviya National 
Institute of Technology, Jaipur; Indian Institute of Science 
Education and Research, Mohali; and Tata Institute of 
Fundamental Research, Mumbai, are participating in this 
research. “Building the silicon vertex detector has been a 
directing force that brought us together. It is a very young 
team, with an average age of 30 years, apart from some 
senior leaders,” says Professor Mohanty.
The lone person leading theoretical studies among this 
group of 35-40 experimentalists, IMSc’s Rahul Sinha 
says, “Some of the modes and techniques that will be 
possible for Belle-II to study were first proposed by the 
group at IMSc.”

Antarctic penguin guano tells tale of rise and 
fall
Gentoo penguins first came to Ardley Island in the South 
Shetlands chain just off the Antarctic Peninsula about 
7000 years ago.
The island is not very long, almost small enough for a 
classic castaway cartoon, except that it is the Antarctic. 
And instead of a lone palm tree, there are now about 
5,000 breeding pairs of gentoo penguins, one of the larg-
est colonies in the Antarctic, and a lot of guano (penguin 
excrement), much of which is washed into the freshwater 
Ardley Lake, where it accumulates in the sediment.
In that guano, scientists have found the record of a re-
curring natural historical drama. Three times since the 

gentoos arrived on Ardley, the colony was devastated 
by volcanic eruptions. The ash and smoke killed them or 
drove them away.
Penguins gather in colonies to breed, so there may well 
have been chicks caught in the ash fall even if the adults 
escaped. The landscape the eruptions left cannot have 
been hospitable, because each time it took 400 to 800 
years for a colony of similar size to re-emerge.
That is the story, reported Tuesday in Nature Communi-
cations , that Stephen J. Roberts of the British Antarctic 
Survey, Patrick Monien of Bremen University in Germany 
and other scientists from Poland, Scotland and England 
teased out of lake sediments that show, in the rise and 
fall of guano concentration, the rise and fall of the pen-
guin colony.
Mr. Roberts said the team of scientists did not set out to 
study guano. Rather, their interest was in evidence of his-
torical changes in climate and sea level. But something 
about the sediment samples drilled from the bottom of 
Ardley Lake prompted them to take a different approach 
this time. The samples were a bit ripe.
“When we opened them up they smelt differently,” he 
said.
Digging up the dirt
The team could see the ash from volcanic deposits and 
penguin bones, and began to compile information on the 
ash layers, biochemical analysis of the guano and similar 
samples from a lake whose shores did not have a pen-
guin colony nearby.
They estimated penguin population by the percentage of 
guano in a sediment sample, figuring 3 ounces of guano 
(85 grams) per day per penguin, and calculating how 
much of the colony’s output would flow into the lake.
Using a model to determine the amount of penguin guano 
flowing into the lake in a given period of time, they could 
calculate how big the colony was.
This showed wide fluctuations in the colony’s size, with 
the peaks similar to the current numbers. Overall, they 
did not find any consistent pattern related to climate or 
sea level. But three times the population crashed — indi-
cating the near extinction of the colony — coinciding with 
eruptions from the Deception Island volcano, also in the 
South Shetlands chain.
The events do not have broad implications for climate 
studies, Roberts said. But they show one case where lo-
cal events had a far greater effect on the population than 
global trends.
Deception Island is an Antarctic landmark and a desti-
nation for tourists. The island is the rim of the volcano’s 
caldera. It’s a circle in the ocean, with only one entrance 
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to the protected waters inside.
Heat from the volcano makes some spots swimmable, 
and many passengers on Antarctic cruises bring back a 
picture of themselves in the waters of the island caldera.
The scientists estimate that three large eruptions of the 
Deception Island volcano all but wiped out the penguins 
on Ardley Island — one 5,500 to 5,400 years ago, anoth-
er 4,500 to 4,200 years ago, and the last 3,200 to 3,000 
years ago.
In more recent times, there have been smaller eruptions. 
The last eruption was in 1970.

NASA releases global maps of ‘night light’ on 
Earth
NASA scientists have released new global maps of Earth 
at night, providing the clearest yet composite view of the 
patterns of human settlement across our planet.
Satellite images of Earth at night have been a source of 
curiosity for public and a tool for fundamental research 
for nearly 25 years.
Now, a research team led by scientist Miguel Roman of 
NASA’s Goddard Space Flight Centre in the U.S. plans to 
find out if “night lights” imagery could be updated yearly, 
monthly or even daily.
In the years since the 2011 launch of the NASA–NOAA 
Suomi National Polar-orbiting Partnership (NPP) satel-
lite, researchers have been analysing night lights data 
and developing new software and algorithms to make 
night lights imagery clearer. They are now on the verge of 
providing daily, high definition views of Earth at night, and 
are targeting the release of such data to the science com-
munity later this year. The new global composite map of 
night lights was observed in 2016.
NASA is now automating the processing of images.

Three new balsams add to Nilgiris 
biodiversity colours
Three new species of plants belonging to the Balsami-
naceae family were identified in the Mukurthi National 
Park in the Nilgiris recently.
The three, named Impatiens kawttyana, Impatiens 
taihmushkulni and Impatiensnilgirica, found by Tarun 
Chhabra and Ramneek Singh a few years ago, were for-
mally classified recently. Their discovery was published 
in the Nordic Journal of Botany in December 2016.
Endemic species
Dr. Chhabra, a practising dentist and cultural anthropolo-

gist who has worked closely with the Toda tribes, has 
published a book titled The Toda Landscape.Talking to 
The Hindu , he said several years have passed since 
new plant species were discovered in the Nilgiris, and 
the new species throw light on the continued importance 
and diversity of the Nilgiris.
“There are more than 135 endemic species of plants 
in the Nilgiri Biosphere Reserve, of which the Nilgiris in 
Tamil Nadu forms the core, with over 90 endemics,” Dr. 
Chhabra said.
Impatiens kawttyana , as described by Chhabra and 
Ramneek, is identifiable by its large, white flowers, glan-
dular hairs followed by white hairs at the throat, and has 
been named after a Toda deity hill, ‘Kawtty’, commonly 
known asPechakal bettu .
Similarly, the Impatiens taihmushkulni is named after the 
Toda deity hill, ‘Taihmushkuln’. Like the halls of Valhalla in 
Norse mythology, the Todas believe that their god ‘Aihhn’ 
resides and rules the Toda afterworld from the hill.
Impatiens nilgirica variant nawttyana, differs slightly from 
a previously identified species, with the newly found vari-
ety having “longer scape (part of a stalk bearing flowers) 
and petioles (the stalk that joins the leaf to the stem), with 
white flowers,” among other small variations. This variety 
was named based on what the Todas call the members 
of the Balsaminaceae family — ‘Nawtty.’
Dedicated guardians
The naming of the three species after Toda deities isn’t 
coincidental. Dr. Chhabra says the names reflect the To-
das’ crucial role in maintaining pristine ecosystems, es-
pecially in the Mukurthi National Park.
“At least 14 of the sacred deity hills of the Todas are lo-
cated inside the park and they have played a tremendous 
role in protecting the area,” said Mr. Chhabra.
The three new species were found in isolated pockets 
of the Mukurthi National Park and Porthimund reserve 
forests, and while I. taihmushkulni has been tentatively 
classified by researchers to be ‘endangered’, there was 
not enough data on the other two species, Dr. Chhabra 
explained.

Indians use origami to get a closer look at 
beauty
The High Energy Accelerator Research Organisation 
(KEK) in Japan is getting ready to launch the Belle-II ex-
periment, a massive collaboration of 700 scientists from 
across the globe. At Belle-II, highly intense electron-pos-
itron beams will be made to collide and a huge number 
of B-mesons (a boson containing the B, or beauty, quark) 
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produced. Building a detector to observe the resultant 
decay products is a challenging task and that is one area 
where Indians have contributed significantly.
Indians have been involved in the preceding experiment, 
Belle, for decades now, however, with Belle-II, their en-
gagement is deeper. “Initially we did not have the chance 
to build the detector, and this is the second step – to 
work with the inner part of the detector, where the resolu-
tion has to be high. We are happy we did it and are now 
among four important groups in the world that can build 
such detectors,” says Tariq Aziz of Tata Institute of Fun-
damental Research, Mumbai, who led the effort along 
with Gagan Mohanty.
Crucial folding
Indians built the fourth layer of the six-layer silicon ver-
tex detector and developing the analysis and theory. 
The highly miniaturised sensor engineering and the “ori-
gami chip-on sensor” design of the readout chip, which 
improves the signal to noise ratio, are novel and highly 
complex aspects.
The strips from one side of the silicon microstrip sensors 
are first connected to a flexible electrical circuit, which is 
turn is connected to readout chips. “We fold over the flex-
ible circuit such that the strips of the other side of the sen-
sor can be connected to the readout chip. This ‘folding 
over’ enables us to place the readout chips as close as 
possible to the strips reducing the noise,” explains Prof. 
Mohanty in an email to this correspondent.
Belle-II is some fifty times more sensitive than its pre-
decessor Belle. The SVD detector is meant to measure 
the charged particles passing through it to an accuracy 
of 15-20 microns. Compare this with the average thick-
ness of human hair, which is 100 microns. Such a precise 
position measurement significantly enhances the physics 
potential of the Belle-II experiment.
Physicists’ goal
This experiment has the same aim as the LHCb experi-
ment at CERN — to study the decay of the short-lived 
B-mesons, and unearth clues to “new physics”. If these 
experiments are successful in their endeavour, they will 
cause a massive rethink of particle physics as we know it 
today. The two setups are complementary. “But the idea 
in both cases is to search for new physics and discover 
it,” says Rahul Sinha of The Institute of Mathematical Sci-
ences, Chennai, who is leading the theoretical studies. 
Both will seek evidence that can significantly enlarge the 
picture of particle physics painted by the Standard Model.
For nearly fifty years, the world of elementary particles 
has been best described by the Standard Model. This 

also provides a unified description of all the forces in 
the universe except gravitation. It accounts for various 
particles and how they get their masses with the help of 
the Higgs boson. However, now many questions remain 
which could be helped by Belle-II.
The group at IMSc focuses on decays in which the beau-
ty quark within a meson changes to a different flavour of 
quark known as the strange quark. These processes are 
very rare according to the Standard model, but can pos-
sibly be detected at Belle-II and LHCb.

IISc makes two potent molecules to fight TB
Scientists at the Indian Institute of Science (IISc) Bengal-
uru have developed two new, potent molecules that can 
severely impact the survival of mycobacteria, including 
Mycobacterium tuberculosis that causes TB. The results 
were published in the journal Antimicrobial Agents and 
Chemotherapy.
Unlike most antibiotics that target the bacterial metabo-
lism by aiming at the cellular components, the novel mol-
ecules inhibit the stress response pathway of mycobacte-
ria. The stress response pathway is crucial for bacteria to 
survive during hostile conditions such as lack of nutrients 
and the presence of antibiotics, to name a few. So any 
inhibition of this pathway will lead to its death.
The master regulator of stress pathway in the case of 
mycobacteria is (p)ppGpp (Guanosine pentaphospahte 
or Guanosine tetraphosphate). Though a molecule that 
inhibits the (p)ppGpp formation has already been synthe-
sised, the efficacy is not much. “Very high concentration 
of Relacin molecule is needed to inhibit the pathway and, 
therefore, the efficacy is low. So we synthesised two new 
molecules — acetylated compound (AC compound) and 
acetylated benzoylated compound (AB compound) — by 
bringing about a modification in the base of the Relacin 
molecule,” says Prof. Dipankar Chatterji from the Division 
of Biological Sciences, IISc and the corresponding author 
of the paper.
“We found both the molecules to be very good inhibitors 
of stress response. The two compounds affected the rate 
of synthesis of (p)ppGpp and also reduced the cell sur-
vival,” he says. Laboratory studies showed that the two 
molecules were not toxic to human cells and were able to 
penetrate the human lung epithelial cells.
“We found our compounds were targeting the Rel gene. 
The Rel gene makes Rel protein, which in turn synthe-
sises (p)ppGpp. When the Rel gene is knocked out, the 
long-term survival of Mycobacterium smegmatis de-
creases,” says Prof. Chatterji.
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“The Alarmone molecule “(p)ppgpp”, a modified nucleo-
tide, is ubiquitous in bacteria and absent in humans. In-
hibiting (p)ppgpp synthesis would specifically target the 
survival of bacteria without having any effects on hu-
mans,” says Dr. Kirtimaan Syal from the Division of Bio-
logical Sciences, IISc and the first author of the paper.
Earlier studies have shown that when the rel gene is de-
leted, the long-term survival ability under stress was lost; 
the M. tuberculosis bacteria was unable to persist in mice 
and unable to form tubercle lesions in guinea pigs.
“The major reason for prolonged treatment of TB is the 
bacterium’s ability to persist in dormant form, which is tol-
erant to most antibiotics used in the treatment regimen. 
So inhibition of (p)ppGpp-mediated persistence could 
help in shortening the treatment regime, dealing with the 
emergence of multiple drug resistance and treatment of 
chronic infections, Dr. Syal says.
Inhibiting biofilm
Under hostile conditions, bacteria tend to form biofilms, 
which protect the bacteria from stress and induce toler-
ance to antibiotics. Recent studies have shown that tu-
berculosis bacteria that cannot form a biofilm cannot sur-
vive inside the host. Evidences have shown that at the 
time of infection, the M. tuberculosis display a biofilm-like 
phenotype and this helps the bacteria to survive inside 
the host.
Both M. tuberculosis and M. smegmatis that do have the 
Rel gene cannot form a biofilm.
Studies carried out by the researchers showed that both 
the molecules were able to inhibit biofilm formation by M. 
tuberculosis and M. smegmatis and also disrupt the al-
ready formed biofilm. “The biofilm formed by TB bacteria 
is very dangerous. The ability of the molecules to destroy 
the biofilm and even prevent its formation is a very impor-
tant achievement,” says Prof. Chatterji.
Since there are very few antibiotics that target the stress 
response pathway of the bacteria, the two molecules of-
fer great promise. “The next step is to test the molecules 
on animals. We have not thought about it. It will also 
be interesting to see if the bacteria develop resistance 
against these molecules,” Prof. Chatterji says.

Not just a love hormone
Oxytocin, often referred to as “the love hormone,” is in-
volved in a broader range of social interactions than pre-
viously understood, according to a study on mice that ap-
pears in the journal Nature.
The Stanford University School of Medicine discovery 
may have implications for neurological disorders such as 
autism, as well as for scientific conceptions of our evolu-

tionary heritage.
Scientists estimate that the advent of social living pre-
ceded the emergence of pair living by 35 million years. 
The new study suggests that oxytocin’s role in one-on-
one bonding probably evolved from an existing, broader 
affinity for group living.
The new study pinpoints a unique way in which oxytocin 
alters activity in a part of the brain called the nucleus ac-
cumbens, which is crucial to experiencing the pleasant 
sensation neuroscientists call “reward.” The findings not 
only provide validity for ongoing trials of oxytocin in au-
tistic patients, but also suggest possible new treatments 
for neuropsychiatric conditions in which social activity is 
impaired.
“People with autism-spectrum disorders may not experi-
ence the normal reward the rest of us all get from being 
with our friends,” said senior author Robert Malenka. “So 
we asked, what in the brain makes you enjoy hanging out 
with your buddies?” Some genetic evidence suggests the 
awkward social interaction that is a hallmark of autism-
spectrum disorders may be at least in part oxytocin-relat-
ed. Certain variations in the gene that encodes the oxy-
tocin receptor — a cell-surface protein that senses the 
substance’s presence — are associated with increased 
autism risk.
For this study, Malenka and lead author Glen teamed up 
to untangle the complicated neurophysiological under-
pinnings of oxytocin’s role in social interactions. They fo-
cused on the nucleus accumbens.
The group thinks their findings in mice are likely to gen-
eralise to humans because the brain’s reward circuitry 
has been so carefully conserved over the course of hun-
dreds of millions of years of evolution. This extensive 
cross-species similarity probably stems from pleasure’s 
absolutely essential role in reinforcing behaviour likely to 
boost an individual’s chance of survival and procreation.

‘India urgently needs a data security policy’
Amid the on-going debate over data security and focus 
on connectivity in the country,V.C. Gopalratnam , s en-
ior vice president, IT and CIO–International, Cisco, in an 
interview shares his perspective on the issues, highlight-
ing that India needs to accelerate the development of a 
security policy. “In my opinion, it was probably needed 
yesterday. It is that urgent,” he said. Excerpts:
You mentioned that security today dominates any con-
versation that you have with companies...
If you look at the world today, there is so much informa-
tion being generated. So much data is being exchanged.
Naturally, there are questions about what is happening to 
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this information, who is using this and for what purpose. 
It is natural that security is at the forefront of any conver-
sation.
The other part of the security is that once something bad 
happens, it is hard to recover from that… not only from an 
individual’s perspective but also from a company’s repu-
tation and branding perspective. If something is hacked 
or you lose customer information, the trust is very difficult 
to get back. Therefore, it becomes imperative that organi-
sations stay ahead of the curve and be more proactive 
than necessary to make sure these things don’t happen. 
It is critical to the survival of the organisation.
Second, with the global model, boundaries are disap-
pearing between countries and between companies… 
with the cloud everywhere. No one has figured out a 
holistic information security policy because it’s just too 
complicated. Every country is at various levels of secu-
rity. The U.S. and Australia, for example, have minimum 
viable guidelines for security which are national security 
policies.
We don’t have that here. It is still in the process of being 
developed and we need to accelerate it.
How urgent is this?
It was probably needed yesterday. It is that urgent. Any 
asset that can be linked to a human being can be pro-
tected through passwords. For example laptop, mobile 
device, bank account… these can be for identity and ac-
cess management. But things that cannot be tied to hu-
man beings are also connected to the Internet like a car 
or a plane or an assembly line. There are no standards 
for security for all of those things. That is the world of 
OT (operational technology). The world of IT (information 
technology) is OK.
Then we talk about IoT (Internet of Things) which [is] an 
intersection of IT and OT… In the world of IoT, without 
security standards for 90% of the assets which are non-
human connected, we have a problem. IoT cannot be-
come real.
What key points should the policy cover?
The policy clearly needs to address standards around 
identity and access management. It needs to address is-
sues around data storage and data sovereignty. It needs 
to address standards on encryption. It should also talk 
about… when you are developing products, how you 
should test the products to make sure they are robust, 
particularly in the telecom space.
India imports a lot of hardware. What stand-
ards are needed there?
Conversations are going on between the private sector 
and the public sector. Cisco has also been part of those 

conversations… it is the establishment of common cri-
teria. For products brought into India and sold here, the 
question is whether those products need to be tested in 
India or if they can be tested by an accredited organi-
sation outside India. The government is working with a 
cross-disciplinary team to establish common criteria re-
quired before any company can sell its product [here].
You are working on a project to reduce poaching of rhinos 
in South Africa. Is there something you are working on 
with the Indian government, too?
We have started conversations with the government but 
they haven’t progressed much... These conversations 
are around wildlife conservation and sustainability.
How difficult will it be to implement in India?
It will be difficult because connectivity is not pervasive 
and [reliable]. If you go into the middle of Gir forest or 
Ranthambore, you are not going to necessarily get the 
connectivity you want. You can use satellite but that’s ex-
pensive and slow. Connectivity is the building block.
The challenge is also that, much like the U.S., the cen-
tral government is one party and the state government is 
another party. So who drives the agenda? …Connectivity 
to every corner of India is not something that a private 
sector can do on its own.
What skills are companies are looking at to-
day?
New skills obviously include data science. It is a big thing. 
There aren’t enough data scientists.Then there is secu-
rity…security architects, cloud architects... there is an 
abundant shortage of those skills. In infrastructure, we 
are looking at network architects, virtualisation specialists 
etc. Strangely enough, the number one skill set looked at 
around the world today is psychology. Because you need 
to understand the human psyche as everything today is 
about experience and a lot of companies are investing in 
psychologist and user experience.

‘Indian firm’s Zika virus vaccine 100% 
efficient in animal trials’
The Hyderabad-based Bharat Biotech’s ‘killed Zika virus 
vaccine’ using an African strain has shown 100% efficacy 
against mortality and disease in animal studies, a study 
has shown. A ‘killed virus vaccine’ or ‘inactivated vaccine’ 
contains virus that has been grown in culture and then 
killed using physical or chemical processes.
The results of the study have been published in the Na-
ture group journalScientific Reports. Two doses (5 and 
10 microgram) of the vaccine given through intramuscu-
lar route on days 0 and 21 to mice were foEund to protect 
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the animals against Zika virus seven days after the sec-
ond vaccination.
The vaccine was found to confer 100% protection against 
infection caused by an Asian Zika virus strain as well as 
by the African Zika virus strain.
All the animals that were not vaccinated died eight days 
after infection by the African strain and 12 days after in-
fection by the Asian strain.
While all the animals that received the vaccine exhibited 
“undetectable” viral load, the amount of virus present in 
animals that did not receive the vaccine peaked four days 
after being infected with either the African or Asian Zika 
virus strain.
“The vaccine was developed using the African strain of 
the virus. It is important to prove that the vaccine devel-
oped with the African strain also protects against Zika in-
fection caused by the contemporary Asian strains of Zika 
virus. Importing the contemporary Asian strains into the 
country was difficult, and hence the vaccine challenge 
studies with Asian strain had to be outsourced to a con-
tact research organisation in the U.S.,” says K. Sumathy 
from Bharat Biotech and the first author of the paper. A 
particular kind of mouse — AG129 — which is highly im-
munocompromised and hence highly susceptible to virus 
infection was used for the study.
Immune response
The level of immune response induced by the vaccine 
was also studied using another kind of mouse model — 
Balb/c mice. Unlike the AG129 mice, this mouse model 
is immunocompetent and elicits full spectrum of immune 
response.
Animals that received the vaccine developed Zika-neu-
tralising antibodies on day 14 after the first dose and a 
week after the second dose.
When the animals were infected with Zika virus post-vac-
cination, the virus in the vaccinated animals was “unde-
tectable”, while 72-96 hours after infection it peaked in 
animals that did not receive the vaccine.
“In both the mice models, the vaccine-induced protective 
immunity against virus challenge was observed,” says Dr. 
Sumathy. “Vaccine was made only with the African virus 
strain, but the vaccinated mice was challenged [infected] 
with both the African and the Asian strains. Our vaccine 
offered equivalent protection against challenge with both 
the African and the Asian strains of Zika virus.”
Though 5 and 10 microgram of vaccine were tested, the 
amount of antibodies elicited by the higher dose was “not 
significantly” higher than that elicited by 5 microgram of 
the vaccine, says Dr. Sumathy. Vaccination protected the 
animals against Zika virus and disease up to 14 and 20 

days after being challenged with the virus.
The company also carried out passive immunisation 
studies to show that the Zika vaccine-induced antibod-
ies confer protection against the virus in mice that were 
exposed to the virus.
Rabbits were vaccinated with the vaccine and the vac-
cine-induced antibodies were given to mice. While no 
virus was detected in mice 24-144 hours after passive 
immunisation, the viral load peaked 72-96 hours in mice 
that did not receive vaccine-induced antibodies.

China to launch its first cargo spacecraft for 
space lab
China is set to launch its first cargo spacecraft between 
April 20 and 24. The Tianzhou-1 has been transferred 
with a Long March – 7 Y2 carrier rocket from the testing 
centre to the launch zone in Wenchang, Hainan province, 
said the office of China’s manned space programme.
IANS

A frog’s mucus could treat flu
Skin mucus secreted by a colourful, tennis ball-sized frog 
species found in Kerala can be used to develop an anti-
viral drug that can treat various strains of flu, according 
to a new study.
Frog mucus is loaded with molecules that kill bacteria 
and viruses and researchers are beginning to investigate 
it as a potential source for new anti-microbial drugs.
Defence peptides
One of these “host defence peptides”, found in a frog 
species ( Hydrophylax bahuvistara ) native to Kerala 
can destroy many strains of human flu and protect mice 
against flu infection, researchers found.
An international team of researchers, including those 
from Rajiv Gandhi Centre for Biotechnology in Kerala, 
screened about 32 frog defence peptides against an in-
fluenza strain and found that four of them had flu-bust-
ing abilities. When researchers delivered small electric 
shocks, they collected the secretion that contained a 
peptide, or chain of amino acids, that appears to fight off 
the H1 strain of flu virus.
“In the beginning, I thought that when you do drug dis-
covery, you have to go through thousands of drug can-
didates, even a million, before you get one or two hits. 
And here we did 32 peptides, and we had four hits,” said 
Joshy Jacob of Emory University in the U.S.
When the researchers exposed isolated human red blood 
cells in a dish to the flu-buster peptides, three out of the 
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four proved toxic.
However, the fourth seemed harmless to human cells but 
lethal to a wide range of flu viruses.
Named after ‘urumi’
The researchers named the newly identified peptide “uru-
min” after the urumi, a sword with a flexible blade that 
snaps and bends like a whip. Electron microscope im-
ages of the virus after exposure to urumin reveal a virus 
that has been completely dismantled, researchers said.
Urumin is not toxic to mammals, but “appears to only dis-
rupt the integrity of flu virus”. When researchers squeezed 
some urumin into the noses of lab mice, the peptide pro-
tected them against what would have otherwise been a 
lethal dose of H1 flu virus, the kind responsible for the 
2009 swine flu pandemic.
It seems to work by binding to a protein that is identical 
across many influenza strains, and in lab experiments, 
it was able to neutralise dozens of flu strains, from the 
1934 archival viruses up to modern ones, researchers 
said.
More research is needed to determine if urumin could be-
come a preventive treatment against the flu in humans, 
and to see if other frog-derived peptides could protect 
against viruses like dengue and Zika.

After Mars, ISRO decides it’s time to probe 
Venus
It’s official. The Indian Space Research Organisation 
(ISRO) has invited scientists to suggest studies for a po-
tential orbiter mission to Venus - somewhat similar to the 
one that landed in Mars in 2013.
ISRO plans to send a spacecraft that will initially go 
around Venus in an elliptical orbit before getting closer to 
the ‘Yellow Planet’. It will carry instruments weighing 175 
kg and using 500W of power. The scientific community 
has been told to suggest space-based studies by May 
19.
“The Announcement of Opportunity [AO] is just the be-
ginning. The studies must be finalised, a project report 
would have to be presented and approved. A formal mis-
sion may not happen before 2020,” a senior ISRO official 
told The Hindu.
A mission must be approved by ISRO’s Advisory Com-
mittee on Space Sciences, then the Space Commission 
and later by the government.
Venus, the second planet from the Sun, comes closest to 
Earth roughly every 583 days, or about 19 months.
Venus, our closest planetary neighbour, is similar to 
Earth in many aspects. However, it takes only 225 days 

to revolve around the Sun. Secondly, the surface is very 
hot due to nearness to the Sun.
India’s previous and second planetary outing, the record-
setting Rs. 450-crore Mars Orbiter Mission (MOM) of 
2013, continues to impress. The orbiter is going round 
the Red Planet even as you read this — well beyond its 
planned life of six months.
An orbiter sent to the Moon in 2008 was delivering data 
until about three months before its estimated life span. A 
second Moon landing mission is planned in early 2018.

IISc team unravels how vitamin C helps kill 
bacteria
That vitamin C, an anti-oxidant agent, boosts and 
strengthens immunity is well known. Its ability to speed-
up recovery from tuberculosis and impede the TB caus-
ing bacteria from causing disease, and even kill the 
bacteria in culture at high concentration are also known. 
Now, a study by a team of researchers at the Indian Insti-
tute of Science (IISc), Bengaluru has found the molecular 
mechanism by which vitamin C impedes and even kills 
Mycobacterium smegmatis, a non-pathogenic bacterium 
that belongs to the same genus as the TB-causing myco-
bacteria. The results were published in the journal FEMS 
Microbiology Letters.
Stress response
During times of stress or hostile conditions, such as in-
creased temperature and presence of antibiotics, bacte-
ria tend to come together and form a biofilm to protect 
themselves. The stress response pathway is crucial for 
bacteria to survive during hostile conditions. So blocking 
this pathway is a sure way of killing the bacteria.
In mycobacterium, the (p)ppGpp (Guanosine pen-
taphospahte or Guanosine tetraphosphate) is a key mol-
ecule in the stress response pathway. The (p)ppGpp is 
synthesised by Rel protein, which in turn is made by the 
Rel gene.
The team led by Dipankar Chatterji from the Molecular 
Biophysics Unit at IISc looked at the effects of vitamin C 
on the stress response pathway. “We chose vitamin C 
because its structure is similar to (p)ppGpp,” says Prof. 
Chatterji. “So we hypothesised that vitamin C should be 
competing to bind to the Rel enzyme and inhibiting (p)
ppGpp synthesis.”
To test their hypothesis, the researchers conducted ex-
periments using M. smegmatis. M. smegmatis is used as 
a model organism for TB-causingMycobacterium tuber-
culosis.
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Role of vitamin C
In vitro studies showed “significant” inhibition of (p)
ppGpp synthesis in the presence of vitamin C. The inhibi-
tion level was seen to increase as the vitamin C concen-
tration increased. The more the vitamin C concentration, 
the greater the possibility of vitamin C binding to the Rel 
enzyme, thus inhibiting (p)ppGpp synthesis. At about 10 
mM concentration, the synthesis of (p)ppGpp molecule 
was completely inhibited.
The binding of vitamin C to the Rel enzyme is weak and 
this explains why high concentration of vitamin C is need-
ed to inhibit (p)ppGpp synthesis.
“Using Mycobacterial cells we found that 1 mM of vita-
min C produced 50% inhibition in (p)ppGpp synthesis. 
Vitamin C is able to get inside cells and inhibit (p)ppGpp 
synthesis,” says Kirtimaan Syal from IISc, the first author 
of the paper.
When 2 mM of vitamin C was added, “significant” defect 
in biofilm formation was seen. There was more than 50% 
reduction in viability of cells in a matter of four days when 
M. smegmatis was treated with 2mM of vitamin C. The vi-
ability of cells reduced even further with time, raising the 
possibility of therapeutic implications.
Therapeutic potential
“This suggests that vitamin C can act as a precursor for 
more potential inhibitors; it can be chemically modified 
into more potential derivatives,” they write. “Vitamin C is 
natural, and it can form one of the nutrient-based treat-
ments of the disease. Vitamin C is water soluble and has 
no toxic effect,” says Dr. Syal.
“We are trying to synthesise derivatives of vitamin C to 
enhance inhibition of (p)ppGpp synthesis even at lower 
concentration,” Dr. Syal says.

More aerosol in atmosphere results in 
heavier rainfall
Contrary to the general notion that pre-monsoon aerosol 
loading results in decrease in seasonal rainfall, a long-
term (2002-2013) satellite observational study and mod-
el-based analysis by researchers from the Indian Institute 
of Technology (IIT) Kanpur has found that higher aerosol 
loading results in delayed but more rainfall over Cen-
tral and Northern India. Higher aerosol loading changes 
cloud properties in terms of size (both height and width) 
and microphysics, which results in more rainfall. The re-
sults were published in the journal Atmospheric Chemis-
try and Physics.
Size matters
Fourteen microns is the agreed raindrop size, and until 

it reaches this size, the growth of droplets in the cloud is 
primarily driven by condensation. When aerosol particles 
are higher, the number of nucleation sites increases re-
sulting in far too many numbers of droplets. Under such 
circumstances, it takes time for the droplets to grow in 
size through condensation.
“There is an increase in the condensation of water va-
pour into cloud droplets as the number of aerosol parti-
cles increases. But there is a reduction in radius of the 
drops formed near the cloud base,” says Sachchida N. 
Tripathi, from the Department of Civil Engineering, IIT 
Kanpur and the corresponding author of the paper. This 
results in delay in the onset and efficiency of the conden-
sation process.
“Although genesis of cloud systems is influenced by 
various meteorological parameters, aerosols are capa-
ble of strongly modifying the cloud structure, dynamics 
and composition during Indian summer monsoon,” says 
Chandan Sarangi from the Department of Civil Engineer-
ing, IIT Kanpur and the first author of the paper.
Once cloud starts forming due to convection, the pres-
ence of more aerosol particles tend to modify the warm 
phase microphysics as well as ice phase microphysics.
Two forces — gravity and updraft (vertical velocity) — 
tend to act on droplets. Under high aerosol loading, rather 
than falling down as raindrops, the smaller droplets tend 
to rise upwards in convective atmosphere due to updraft. 
As the droplets are lifted up they tend to cross the freez-
ing level and turn into ice particles. The process of water 
droplets turning into ice particles releases more latent 
heat of freezing and further invigorates the cloud. “Ice 
turns into water by absorbing heat. Similarly, when water 
turns into ice it gives off heat. This release of heat further 
fuels the convection process and the clouds grow taller,” 
says Mr. Sarangi.“Satellite data showed that clouds are 
getting taller and wider under high aerosol loading,” says 
Prof. Tripathi. As the height of clouds increases, the ice 
particles generated at top of the cloud come in contact 
with numerous water and ice particles and become big-
ger in size. This results in more ice mass in the cloud and 
eventually more rainfall when the ice particles fall down 
due to gravity. “There is a delay in the onset of rainfall but 
once it starts raining it covers a wider area and may be 
heavier rainfall as well,” Prof. Tripathi says.
Suppression of convection
In the absence of cloud, aerosol particles tend to absorb 
solar radiation and this leads to warming or less decrease 
in temperature with height. As a result, there is suppres-
sion of convection leading to further suppression of cloud 
formation.
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Till now scientists have shown that presence of more 
aerosol in pre-monsoon season may lead to reduction 
in total monsoon rainfall due to aerosol-solar radiation 
interactions. “But in our study we looked at co-located 
measurement of aerosol, cloud and rainfall system.
The aerosol-cloud microphysical feedback suggests that 
higher aerosol loading can enhance the strength of con-
vective rainfall and increase the frequency and intensity 
of extreme rainfall during Indian summer monsoon,” says 
Mr. Sarangi.

IIT Bombay: Bird’s eye view and quantum 
biology
While there have been theories about the way migratory 
birds navigate across the earth, these have not be placed 
on a firm footing. Now, a group from IIT Bombay has tied 
this theory with observed features of the birds’ biological 
compass to get a clear picture of how it works. They af-
firm that it is due to the interplay of chemical reactions, 
electron spins and the magnetic fields present. Thus, 
understanding the avian compass is a lesson in quan-
tum biology. This may be of use, one day, in engineering 
quantum computers.
Migratory birds have biological sensors that can sense 
the earth’s magnetic field, and guide them in their long 
journeys spanning continents. One might, mistakenly as-
sume that these sensors would be located in the brain. 
Contrarily, they are located in the eyes, more specifically, 
in the right eye, as studies on the European Robin reveal. 
The “compass” in question is generated by interplay of 
the electron and nuclear “spins.”
The spins we talk about here are not to be understood 
in the conventional way, such as that of a rotating cricket 
ball. Spin is a name given to the quantum mechanical 
properties of these particles that can interact with mag-
netic fields.
Swaroop Ganguly, Department of Electrical Engineer-
ing, IIT Bombay, and collaborators have put the theory 
that the avian compass involves the interplay of electron 
spins and nuclear spins on a firm footing. They have 
shown that all observed characteristics of the avian com-
pass can be explained thus. Their work is to be published 
in Physical Review E.
“If nature is indeed able to harness quantum spins in avi-
an compass, understanding how [it works] might afford 
useful lessons to us in engineering quantum mechanical 
systems, such as sensing or computing hardware that is 
incomparably more powerful than what we have today,” 
says Dr Ganguly in an email to this correspondent.

Limiting window
A curious feature of the avian compass is that it has a 
sensitivity that peaks at values matching with the earth’s 
magnetic field. Just like humans have a “window” or range 
of frequencies limiting what they can hear, this leaves a 
window of magnetic field values the bird is sensitive to. 
The research has shown that it is the interaction between 
spins that naturally leads to this “functional window.”
There are many directions to take this further: Vishven-
dra Poonia, the first author of the paper, says: “One is to 
study the physics of biological systems, especially, the 
quantum effects in these systems. Secondly, and more 
importantly, [to] translate the knowledge gained from 
these biological systems into technological application, 
[namely] bio-inspired quantum technologies.”

Liver carcinogen traced to sunflower seeds
Researchers have shown that sunflower seeds are fre-
quently contaminated with a toxin which has the potential 
to cause liver cancer.
In the study published in the journal PLoS ONE, the team 
of scientists documented frequent occurrence of aflatoxin 
— a toxin produced by Aspergillus moulds that commonly 
infect corn, peanuts, pistachios and almonds — in sun-
flower seeds and their products.
The study was conducted in Tanzania, but the problem is 
by no means isolated there, the researchers said.
Chronic exposure to aflatoxin causes an estimated 
25,000-155,000 deaths worldwide each year, from corn 
and peanuts alone.
Since it is one of the most potent liver carcinogens 
known, the research to detect and limit its presence in 
sunflower seeds and their products could help save lives 
and reduce liver disease in areas where sunflowers and 
their byproducts are consumed, said study co-author 
Gale Strasburg, Professor at Michigan State University 
in the US.
“These high aflatoxin levels, in a commodity frequently 
consumed by the Tanzanian population, indicate that lo-
cal authorities must implement interventions to prevent 
and control aflatoxin contamination along the sunflower 
commodity value chain, to enhance food and feed safety 
in Tanzania,” he said.
“Follow-up research is needed to determine intake rates 
of sunflower seed products in humans and animals, to in-
form exposure assessments and to better understand the 
role of sunflower seeds and cakes as a dietary aflatoxin 
source,” Strasburg added.
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Google unveils neural translation technology
Google said it had unveiled a new set of products and 
features for Indian languages to better serve the needs 
of Indians who were coming online rapidly.
It said Google Translate will use a new ‘neural machine 
translation technology’ to translate between English and 
nine widely-used Indian languages, including Tamil, Kan-
nada, Malayalam, Telugu, Hindi, Punjabi, Bengali, Mar-
athi and Gujarati. “We’re taking a huge step forward to 
bring down barriers that stop Indian language users from 
getting more out of the Internet and helping the industry 
to solve the needs of a billion Indians,” said Rajan Anan-
dan, VP, India and South-East Asia, Google.
Sharing insights from the joint report “Indian Languages 
— Defining India’s Internet”— by Google and KPMG In-
dia, Mr. Anandan said the country had 234 million Indian 
language users who were online compared with 175 mil-
lion English users. “We expect another 300 million Indian 
language users to come online in the next four years.”
Google also announced the extension of neural machine 
translation to Chrome browser’s auto-translate feature to 
web content.

A robotic system that 3D prints buildings
MIT scientists have designed a new robotic system that 
can 3D print the basic structure of an entire building, an 
advance that would make building houses a faster, less 
expensive process.
The building could be completely customised to the 
needs of a particular site and the desires of its maker. 
Even the internal structure could be modified in new 
ways, researchers said.
Different materials could be incorporated as the process 
goes along, and material density could be varied for opti-
mum combinations of strength, insulation, or other prop-
erties.
Precision-motion arm
“Ultimately, this approach could enable the design and 
construction of new kinds of buildings that would not be 
feasible with traditional building methods, according to 
Steven Keating, from the MIT.
The system consists of a tracked vehicle that carries a 
large, industrial robotic arm, which has a smaller, preci-
sion-motion robotic arm at its end. This highly controllable 
arm can then be used to direct any construction nozzle.

Rejigged cotton project on the anvil: Textile 
Commissioner

In an effort to give a thrust to the cotton sector, the Textile 
Ministry is looking to introduce a revamped Technology 
Mission on Cotton, Textile Commissioner Kavita Gupta 
told The Hindu. The office of the Textile Commissioner 
would send a draft on the revamped project to the Textile 
Ministry in a couple of months. “We have had a series of 
meetings with stakeholders and researchers,” Ms. Gupta 
said.
Four parts
“We will propose it to the Ministry. The mission will have 
four parts. The first two will deal with cotton productiv-
ity and will come under the Agriculture Ministry. The third 
and fourth missions will be under the Textile Ministry.”
A Technology Mission on Cotton was implemented by 
the Union Government from 2000 to 2012 and it had four 
“mini missions.” India is now the largest producer of cot-
ton globally.
“There is a need for a revamped Technology Mission on 
Cotton as the country needs to adopt global standards 
and focus on quality,” said J. Thulasidharan, president 
of Indian Cotton Federation. Ms. Gupta added that apart 
from this, in order to get a clear picture on production and 
capacity of various segments in the textile value chain, 
the Ministry has now made annual and monthly filing of 
data mandatory.
All units from ginning to garmenting will have to file data 
on quality and quantity. Till October, this can be done 
manually or online and from October it can be done only 
online.
The annual data will give the profile of the unit and the 
monthly information will give a clear picture on production 
of various textile products. “This is filed by the industry 
and for its benefit. It will help the Government come out 
with the right policy interventions,” she said.
The system is simplified for the MSMEs and for the very 
small units, a survey will be done, she added.

A safer alternative to lithium-ion batteries
Scientists have developed a safer alternative to fire-prone 
lithium-ion batteries, which are common in household de-
vices such as smartphones and laptops.
Researchers at the U.S. Naval Research Laboratory 
(NRL) developed the nickel-zinc (Ni-Zn) batteries in 
which a three-imensional Zn “sponge” replaces the pow-
dered zinc anode, or positively charged electrode, tradi-
tionally used.
With 3D Zn, the battery provides an energy content and 
rechargeability that rival lithium-ion batteries while avoid-
ing the safety issues that continue to plague lithium.
“The 3D sponge form factor allows us to reimagine zinc, 
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a well-known battery material, for the 21st century,” said Debra Rolison from NRL’s Advanced Electrochemical Materi-
als group.
Zinc-based batteries are the go-to global battery for single-use applications, but are not considered rechargeable in 
practice due to their tendency to grow conductive whiskers (dendrites) inside the battery, which can grow long enough 
to cause short circuits.
“The key to realising rechargeable zinc-based batteries lies in controlling the behaviour of the zinc during cycling,” 
said Joseph Parke, lead author of the research paper published in the journal Science .
Ready to be used
“Electric currents are more uniformly distributed within the sponge, making it physically difficult to form dendrites,” 
said Mr. Parke.
With the benefits of rechargeability, the 3D Zn sponge is ready to be deployed within the entire family of Zn-based 
alkaline batteries across the civilian and military sectors, researchers said.
“We can now offer an energy-relevant alternative, from drop-in replacements for lithium-ion to new opportunities in 
portable and wearable power, and manned and unmanned electric vehicles, while reducing safety hazards, easing 
transportation restrictions, and using earth-abundant materials,” said Jeffrey Long from NRL.
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Internet atlas
Scientists have developed the first global Internet Atlas, 
including a detailed map of the Internet’s physical struc-
ture in India, an advance that could help guard the in-
frastucture from terrorism or extreme weather events.
Despite the Internet-dependent nature of our world, a 
thorough understanding of the Internet’s physical make-
up has only recently emerged through Internet Atlas de-
veloped by researchers from University of Wisconsin-
Madison in the U.S. and their collaborators.
“Internet is in a constant state of flux and mapping is re-
ally important to understand the evolution of the Inter-
net,” Ramakrishnan Durairajan, a PhD candidate at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison told PTI. “No single ser-
vice provider can offer an authoritative perspective on the 
structure of the Internet,” Mr. Durairajan added.
While average users rarely think of these elements, 
things like submarine cables — buried below the ocean 
floor — run between continents to enable communica-
tion. Data centres in buildings all over the world are 
packed with servers storing many types of data. Traffic 
exchange occurs between different service providers at 
internet exchange points. Though these and other ele-
ments may be out of sight for the average user, they are 
crucial pieces of the physical infrastructure that billions of 
people rely on.
Improving connectivity
“We have over 1,200 maps worldwide including India. All 
the data are connected using web search,” said Mr. Du-
rairajan. “From maps that we have in our repository I’d 
say we have fibre running across almost all the States 
in India. However, connectivity could be improved in the 
north-western and north-eastern regions.”
Mapping the physical Internet helps stakeholders boost 
performance and guard against a number of threats, from 
terrorism to extreme weather events like hurricanes. “A 
lot of infrastructure is by major right-of-ways, like railroad 
lines,” said Paul Barford, Professor of Computer Sci-
ences at University of Wisconsin-Madison, meaning that 
an event like a train derailment could end up disrupting 
Internet communications.

“The question of ‘how does mapping contribute to secu-
rity?’ is one of our fundamental concerns,” said Mr. Du-
rairajan.
The project has helped direct attention to the problem of 
shared risk. Physical infrastructure is commonly shared 
by multiple networking entities, so damage to any par-
ticular piece of infrastructure can impact more than one 
entity.
“There is a lot of infrastructure sharing happening in the 
Internet today,” said Mr. Durairajan. “Many service pro-
viders do this to save deployment costs by signing leases 
with other service providers.”
“This infrastructure sharing leads to a problem called 
’shared risk’: physical conduits shared by many service 
providers are at an inherently risky situation since dam-
age to those conduits will affect many several providers,” 
he added.
Much of the data used to create the Internet Atlas comes 
from publicly available information, such as what Internet 
service providers publish on their websites.

One Part Woman bags Sahitya Akademi 
award
The English translation of writer Perumal Murugan’s nov-
elMathorubhagan ( One Part Woman ) has won the Sahi-
tya Akademi’s award for translation in English.
“I am really happy about the award as I liked the transla-
tion. It has already won the Canada Ilakkiya Thotta Vir-
udhu,” said Mr. Murugan.
The translation was done by Aniruddhan Vasudevan and 
the book was published by Penguin.
The prize in the form of a casket containing an engraved 
copper plaque and a cash component of Rs. 50,000 
would be presented at a ceremony in June.
Emotions retained
“There was a consistent tone of tenderness between the 
couple in the novel and the challenge was to maintain the 
feeling in translation,” said Mr. Vasudevan, who is pursu-
ing his PhD on transgender issues in the University of 
Texas in the United States.
After postgraduation in English, Mr. Vasudevan switched 
to anthropology for his doctoral thesis.
He clarified that being a member of the LGBT community 
had nothing to do with him taking up the translation of the 
novel, Mathorubhagan .
The title describes Lord Shiva in his avatar as a combina-
tion of man and woman.
“I bought the novel in 2011 in the book fair and immedi-
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ately liked it. When I made a suggestion to its publisher 
Kalachuvadu Kannan that it should be translated into 
English he told me that I could do it. I sent a few chapters 
to Penguin and Sivapriya, one of the editors, liked it,” he 
said.
Asked why he had chosen to call the book One Part 
Woman instead of One Part Man , Mr. Vasudevan said 
that the translation of the title need not be literal. The Ta-
mil title ends with the masculine classifier.
Mr. Vasudevan recalled that Perumal Murugan faced a lot 
of controversy over the book and the Madras High Court 
order in his favour gave the author much needed relief.
“The award for translation has also vindicated his right as 
a writer,” he said.

Perform, Modi tells civil servants
Prime Minister Narendra Modi  said anonymity was one 
of the greatest strengths of civil services, cautioning gov-
ernment officials that the use of social media should not 
lead to a decline in this strength, even as social media 
and mobile governance were leveraged for connecting 
people to benefits and government schemes.
At the Civil Service Day function, Mr. Modi also assured 
the civil servants that he would stand by them if they took 
decisions with an honest intention and in public interest.
Different era
He said the conditions prevailing today were quite differ-
ent from about two decades ago and would evolve much 
further over the next few years.
While earlier the government was almost the sole pro-
vider of goods and services, which left a lot of scope for 
ignoring one’s shortcomings, people now very often per-
ceived that the private sector offered better services than 
the government. The Prime Minister said with alterna-
tives now being available in several areas, responsibili-
ties of government officials had increased in terms of the 
challenges, not the scope of work.
Emphasising the importance of competition, Mr. Modi 
said it brought a qualitative change. He said that the 
sooner the attitude of the government would change from 
a regulator to an enabler, the faster the challenge of com-
petition would turn into an opportunity.
Describing the day as one of “rededication”, Mr. Modi 
said the civil servants were well aware of their strengths 
and capabilities, challenges and responsibilities.
He said while the absence of government in a sphere of 
activity should be perceptible, its presence in a sphere of 
activity should not become a burden.
Jump in applicants

Noting that there was a quantum jump in the applications 
for Civil Service Day awards, from less than 100 in 2016 
to over 500 this year, the Prime Minister said that the 
focus should now be on improving quality, and making 
excellence a habit.
He also urged senior officials to ensure that experience 
did not become a burden stifling the innovation of young-
er officials.
Mr. Modi said while “political will” was needed for reform, 
which he did not lack and may be had a bit extra, the 
“performance” part must come from civil servants and 
that “transformation” was enabled by people’s participa-
tion.
He said the civil servants should ensure that every deci-
sion was taken keeping national interest in mind, and this 
should be their touchstone for taking a decision.
Recalling that 2022 would mark 75 years of Independ-
ence, he urged the officials to play the role of catalytic 
agents in fulfilling the dreams of the freedom fighters.

Earliest mammals had night vision
New genetic evidence confirms a long-held hypothesis 
that our earliest mammalian ancestors indeed had pow-
erful night vision.
The findings published in the journal Scientific Reports 
says that adapting to life in the dark helped the early 
mammals find food and avoid reptilian predators that 
hunted by day.
The research team examined genes involved in night vi-
sion in animals throughout the evolutionary tree, looking 
for places where those genes became enhanced.
“This method is like using the genome as a fossil record, 
and with it we’ve shown when genes involved in night 
vision appear,” explained lead researcher Liz Hadly, Pro-
fessor of Biology at Stanford University. Mammals and 
reptiles share a common ancestor, with the earliest mam-
mal-like animals appearing in the Late Triassic about 200 
million years ago.
Fossil evidence suggests that early mammals had excel-
lent hearing and sense of smell and were likely warm-
blooded.
The team members examined night vision genes in many 
mammals and reptiles, including snakes, alligators, mice, 
platypuses and humans.
From this, they deduced that the earliest common ances-
tor did not have good night vision and was instead active 
during the day. However, soon after the split, mammals 
began enhancing their night vision genes, allowing them 
to begin to roam at night.
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Wi-Fi for free at all Central universities
The Centre has set the ball rolling to make Wi-Fi availa-
ble for free at all Central universities by the end of July so 
that students can make better use of online resources to 
pursue academic work. While some institutions already 
provide Wi-Fi, the Ministry of Human Resource Develop-
ment has set deadlines for the remaining institutions to 
provide free access to their students.
Mahatma Gandhi Antarrashtriya Vishwavidyalaya, Ward-
ha, and E.F.L University, Hyderabad, are supposed to 
provide the facility by April 30. Two universities have tar-
gets for May: Central University, Odisha, by May 15 and 
H.N.B.G University, Uttrakhand, by May 30. By June 1, 
Hyderabad University will get Wi-Fi, while Tezpur Univer-
sity and Assam University, Silchar, will get it by June 2 
and 7. Visva Bharti University, Santiniketan, West Ben-
gal, is expected to be wifi-enabled by June 15; Central 
University, Jammu, by June 14; Central University, south 
Bihar, by June 6; Tripura University by June 13; Pondi-
cherry University by June 14; Sikkim University and Rajiv 
Gandhi University, Itanagar, by June 15; I.G.N.T Univer-
sity, Amarkantak, by June 21; Banaras Hindu University 
by July 8; and Kashmir Central University, Manipur Uni-
versity, Nagaland University, Central Universities at Kar-
nataka, Kerala and Aligarh Muslim University by July 30.

Debating the grammar of social mobility
In a parliamentary debate back in 2003, then Prime 
Minister Tony Blair traded verbal blows with the leader 
of the Conservatives Michael Howard about the ability 
of students from across different backgrounds to access 
education. “This grammar school boy will take no lessons 
from that public school [a form of private education in Brit-
ain] boy on the importance of children from a less-privi-
leged background gaining access to university,” declared 
Mr. Howard, in one of the best remembered comments of 
his time as leader, that sought to pitch the Conservatives 
as the party of social mobility.
The grammar schools Mr. Howard was referring to are 
highly selective secondary schools in Britain that date 
back to the 1940s. They had originally been seen as a 
means of enabling people from humble backgrounds to 
achieve their full potential but had over the years faced 
criticism for, in fact, entrenching divisions by benefiting 
the children of the privileged. Many of them were phased 
out in the 1960s and 1970s and just over 160 remain 
across the country.

However, they have regularly entered policy debates 
over the years, often representing some of the ideologi-
cal divisions at the heart of British politics: the need to 
provide protections and opportunities for all versus the 
need to provide opportunities to excel. Even within the 
Conservative party, it remained controversial, with David 
Cameron backing off from reforms that would have ena-
bled a further roll-out.
Making U.K. a ‘meritocracy’
It’s therefore significant that in September last year, in 
one of her first major policy announcements after taking 
over as Prime Minister, Theresa May pledged to end the 
ban on the creation of new grammar schools, which she 
warned sacrificed “children’s potential because of dogma 
and ideology… This is about being unapologetic for our 
belief in social mobility and making this country a true 
meritocracy”, she declared. It is thought that many of the 
140 schools due to open with new government funding 
could opt to include academically selective criteria.
Some Conservatives have sought to pitch this selec-
tive education programme as an essential component of 
post-Brexit Britain, which would help create the skilled 
domestic work force that the country will need as it charts 
its course outside the European Union.
Social mobility has become an increasing area of focus, 
with a report published last year suggesting that inequali-
ties in social mobility did not pit the north versus the south 
of England but London and its suburbs against much of 
the rest of the country. There has been evidence that 
grammar schools have done little to improve social equal-
ity. In a report last year the Institute of Fiscal Studies said 
just 3% of students at grammar schools were eligible for 
free school meals — a widely used measure of poverty in 
Britain, while an expansion of grammar schools in North-
ern Ireland widened inequalities.
“While grammar school pupils generally achieve well, 
this is at the expense of the majority of children who do 
not get a grammar school place,” said the National Union 
of Teachers in response to a government consultation. 
“Why does the Prime Minister want to expand a system 
that can only let children down?” declared Labour lead-
er Jeremy Corbyn during a session of Prime Ministers 
questions that largely focussed on the issue of gram-
mar schools last year. With Britain heading into a highly 
ideologically charged electoral campaign, issues such as 
grammar schools are likely to figure prominently in the 
debate about the shape of post-Brexit Britain.

Hindi being ‘promoted’ as per Act: Rijiju
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Faced with criticism that the Central government is un-
fairly imposing Hindi on non-Hindi-speaking States, the 
Union Minister of State for Home, Kiren Rijiju told The 
Hindu that the government was only promoting the lan-
guage as per an Act of Parliament.
In March, the Department of Official Language of the 
Home Ministry pulled out a 2011 report of a Committee of 
Parliament on Official Language and sent it to the Presi-
dent for approval.
The “progressive” use of Hindi in the Central government 
offices is reviewed by this Committee every 10 years 
under the Official Languages Act, 1963 and the Rules 
framed under it.
As many as 110 out of the 117 recommendations in this 
report were accepted by the President.
The Home Ministry has issued an advisory to all States 
and government departments to implement the recom-
mendations.
A Home Ministry official said that though the recommen-
dations were not mandatory, the government would still 
ensure its implementation by continuously writing to the 
States and various government departments.
DMK leader M.K. Stalin had released a video message 
on social media in which he accused the NDA govern-
ment of treating non-Hindi speakers as second-class citi-
zens and aiming to convert the country into “Hindia”.
The Parliamentary Committee’s recommendations in-
cluded, among others, giving students the option of writ-
ing their exams in Hindi; making minimum knowledge of 
Hindi compulsory for government jobs; ensuring that the 
government spends more on Hindi advertisements than 
English ones; the railway ministry should buy equipment 
with lettering in Devnagri script; railway tickets should 
be bilingual, with Hindi being one of the two languages; 
Hindi should be an option for UPSC aspirants; Cabinet 
ministers should deliver their speeches in Hindi as much 
as possible; and making it mandatory at railway stations 
in ‘C’ category (non-Hindi speaking) states such as Tamil 
Nadu, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, Telengana and Kera-
la to have announcements in Hindi.
Refuses to comment
When asked why a six-year-old report was suddenly be-
ing pushed by the government, Mr. Rijiju said, “I won’t 
comment on why the report was sent for President’s ap-
proval now. Files move as per the regular procedures. 
We promote all Indian languages, and Hindi is one of 
them. This is not an imposition but promotion of Hindi.”
The NDA government had moved earlier as well to “pro-
mote” Hindi. In February 2015, it had constituted a Hindi 

Advisory Committee in various ministries and depart-
ments to “ensure the progressive use of Hindi”.
In May 2015, the government had issued an order that as 
per the Official Languages Act, 1963, all government files 
would have to be issued bilingually, in Hindi and English.

Quick test for superbug infection
A simple, new test may accurately diagnose some of the 
most drug-resistant bacterial infections such as bronchi-
tis and gastroenteritis in under 15 minutes, scientists say.
Bacteria have been gradually evolving to become resist-
ant to the antibiotics used to treat them. Over the last few 
years, scientists have found evidence that some bacteria 
have become resistant to a last resort antibiotic called 
colistin.
Researchers, including those from Imperial College Lon-
don in the U.K., tested 134 different colonies of bacteria 
using a machine called a mass spectrometer that is used 
to analyse various different molecules.
They studied bacteria called Escherichia coli and Kleb-
siella pneumonia.
Some strains of these bacteria have become resistant to 
nearly all available antibiotics mostly by producing antibi-
otic inactivating enzymes, researchers said.
Researchers found that it was possible to distinguish be-
tween those bacteria that are colistin resistant, and those 
that are not. They could also find which bacteria have the 
more dangerous plasmid-encoded resistance.
“The exciting thing about this technique is that it relies on 
technology that is already available in most hospitals,” 
said Gerald Larrouy-Maumus of Imperial College Lon-
don.
This means the tests can be rolled out quickly and cheap-
ly, the scientists said.

Goldman Prize for Niyamgiri hero
Activist Prafulla Samantara was named as one of the six 
winners of the Goldman Environmental Prize for 2017. 
The prize citation said he was honoured for his “…historic 
12-year legal battle that affirmed the indigenous Dongria 
Kondhs’ land rights and protected the Niyamgiri Hills from 
a massive; open-pit aluminum ore mine.”
Mr. Samantara was one of the key leaders responsible 
for rallying tribes, indigenous to Odisha’s Niyamgiri re-
gion, and using legal provisions to thwart mining-to-met-
als conglomerate, Vedanta.
The company was later forced to suspend plans to mine 
bauxite in the region.
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Call for rational policy
“We must have a national mining policy to rationally de-
cide how much of our natural resources can be used for 
mining,” Mr. Samantara told The Hindu .
The annual prize awarded by the Goldman Environmen-
tal Foundation honours grassroots environmentalists, 
who risk their lives to protect the environment and em-
power those who have the most to lose from industrial 
projects.
Mr. Samantara, 65, comes from a family of farmers. 
Trained as a lawyer and married to a college professor, 
he has been involved in activism for nearly four decades.
He is however, best known for his championing of the 
rights of the Dongria Kondh, an 8,000-member indige-
nous tribe in Odisha. The Niyamgiri Hills are sacred to 
them, and as such, the Dongria consider themselves to 
be its custodians.
In October 2004, the Odisha State Mining Company 
(OMC) signed an agreement with U.K.-based Vedanta 
Resources to mine bauxite, in the Niyamgiri Hills. The 
mine threatened 1,660 acres of forests.
Dogged pursuit
In 2003, Mr. Samantara saw an announcement in the 
newspaper about a public hearing to discuss bauxite 
mining in the Niyamgiri Hills and alerted the Dongria 
Kondh. He filed a petition with the Supreme Court’s pan-
el governing mining activities. Almost a decade later, the 
Supreme Court ruled on April 18, 2013 that gram sabhas 
(village councils) would have the final say in mining pro-
jects on their land. By August 2013, all 12 tribal village 
councils had unanimously voted against the mine.
Other prize-winners this year include mark! (sic) Lopez, 
U.S.; Uroš Macerl, Slovenia; Rodrigo Tot, Guatemala; 
Rodrigue Katembo, Democratic Republic of Congo and 
Wendy Bowman, Australia.
Five other Indians — Medha Patkar, M.C. Mehta, Rashee-
da Bi, Champaran Shukla, Ramesh Agrawal — have won 
the award since it was instituted in 1990.
Apart from a medal and citation, winners receive a sub-
stantial cash award though the exact amount is not re-
vealed. Reuters reported in 2014 that individuals won 
$175,000 (Rs. 1.13 crore approx) as prize money.
Activist Prafulla Samantara was named as one of the six 
winners of the Goldman Environmental Prize for 2017. 
The prize citation said he was honoured for his “…historic 
12-year legal battle that affirmed the indigenous Dongria 
Kondhs’ land rights and protected the Niyamgiri Hills from 
a massive; open-pit aluminum ore mine.”
Mr. Samantara was one of the key leaders responsible 

for rallying tribes, indigenous to Odisha’s Niyamgiri re-
gion, and using legal provisions to thwart mining-to-met-
als conglomerate, Vedanta.
The company was later forced to suspend plans to mine 
bauxite in the region.

Heritage Foods to focus on value-added 
products
Dairy company Heritage Food Ltd. will look to grow its 
core business vertical of milk in north India, focus on val-
ue-added products and foray into yogurt as it prepares to 
achieve Rs. 6,000 crore in revenue in five years.
Announcing that the company, which celebrated its sil-
ver jubilee, is opting for a rebranding exercise, Executive 
Director Brahmani Nara said the emphasis would be on 
raising the contribution of value-added products to the 
turnover from existing 24% to 40% by 2022.
The manifold increase in revenue — turnover was about 
Rs. 2,380 crore in 2015-16 — would also come from 
growing the milk business in north India, where the ac-
quisition of Reliance’s dairy business had helped Herit-
age Foods make inroads into new States, both in western 
and northern India.
With Heritage milk now sold in 15 States, she said the 
company would expand some of the existing 15 process-
ing units and set up new ones.
The investment required would be met through a combi-
nation of internal accrual and debt.
Over the next five years, the company would be setting 
up five processing plants, each entailing an investment 
of Rs. 20 crore-Rs. 30 crore, a senior executive said. By 
2022, Heritage Foods would handle about 30 lakh litres 
of milk per day as against 18 lakh litres at present.
International partner
A leader in the curd segment, Heritage’s entry into the 
yogurt market would be through a joint venture with an 
international partner, Ms. Nara said, adding that details of 
the venture would likely be announced in a month.
The company would also shortly introduce new beverage 
offerings, bolstering the portfolio of value-added prod-
ucts, she said.

‘Religious freedom deteriorating in India’
The annual report of the U.S Commission on Internation-
al Religious Freedom released said that religious toler-
ance and religious freedom continued to deteriorate in 
India in 2016.
“Hindu nationalist groups — such as the Rashtriya Sway-
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amsevak Sangh (RSS), Sangh Parivar, and Vishva Hindu 
Parishad (VHP) — and their sympathisers perpetrated 
numerous incidents of intimidation, harassment, and vio-
lence against religious minority communities and Hindu 
Dalits,” the report said, noting that these violations were 
most “frequent and severe” in 10 of India’s 29 States. It 
said national and State laws that restrict religious con-
version, cow slaughter, and the foreign funding of non-
governmental organisations (NGOs) helped create the 
conditions enabling these violations.
“While Prime Minister Narendra Modi spoke publicly 
about the importance of communal tolerance and reli-
gious freedom, members of the ruling party have ties to 
Hindu nationalist groups implicated in religious freedom 
violations, used religiously divisive language to inflame 
tensions...” it said.
The report also blames police and judicial bias and in-
adequacies that “have created a pervasive climate of 
impunity in which religious minorities feel increasingly in-
secure and have no recourse when religiously motivated 
crimes occur”.

U.S. report turns spotlight on Vyapam scam
The U.S. Department of State’s latest report on human 
rights situation in India prominently highlights the Vya-
pam scam of Madhya Pradesh, for which a CAG audit 
has placed the blame at the doorsteps of the State gov-
ernment.
The U.S. report points out that the Supreme Court or-
dered the CBI in July 2015 to take over the probe into 
fraud within the State’s Professional Examination Board 
(Vyapam), which conducts professional college entrance 
exams and many government recruitments. Over 2,000 
people have been arrested until now, and at least 48 
unnatural deaths in about five years have raised more 
questions about Vyapam, it goes on to say.
A CAG report tabled in the Madhya Pradesh Assembly a 
few days ago squarely blamed the State government for 
the pathetic state of affairs in Vyapam. “Inaction of the 
State Government in putting in place adequate regula-
tory framework for examinations conducted by VYAPAM 
had jeopardised the career of candidates for entrance 
and recruitment examinations,” the report pointed out. 
According to the audit, 33.68 lakh students appeared for 
128 entrance examinations and 86.23 lakh job aspirants 
appeared for 90 recruitment examinations conducted by 
the Board between 2005 and 2015.
“It is a reflection of the disregard that the Government 
has for its core function, i.e. recruiting its employees, that 

the GoMP [Government of Madhya Pradesh] does not 
even maintain data regarding the number of examina-
tions conducted for induction to its services. It shows up 
the utter opacity in the recruitment activity which is also 
undesirable,” the CAG says in another part of the audit.
Government control
It points out that Vyapam is a government department 
and not an independent board. “State Government was 
also in full control of the Board for all practical purposes, 
as the posts of Chairman, Director and Controller in the 
Board were filled by transfer of State Government of-
ficers.” Despite that, the government did not frame any 
rules for the conduct of the affairs of the board.
The State government’s administrative control over Vya-
pam, without laid out processes, eventually led to a situ-
ation where there was a severe erosion in credibility of 
the examinations conducted by the Board, which led to 
widespread public dissatisfaction as reported in the me-
dia and as acknowledged by the Department, besides 
investigation of irregularities by various agencies and 
setting aside of the candidature of MBBS students by the 
apex court, the report said.
Undue favours
Key appointments to Vyapam were made by “systemic 
subversion of rules, resulting in undue favour to officers,” 
the audit points out. Yogesh Uprit and Pankaj Trivedi were 
appointed Director and Controller respectively directly 
on the orders of the then minister in charge, against the 
rules. Pay scales of Ajay Sen and Nitin Mohindra, both 
system analysts, were upgraded without proper approv-
al. “These officers were later suspected to be involved in 
the alleged irregularities in examinations conducted by 
the Board,” the audit points out.

Shell woos Indian start-ups for future fuel
As chief technology officer of Royal Dutch Shell, Yuri 
Sebregts’ job is to ensure the world’s second-largest 
publicly-traded oil firm develops technologies to deliver 
projects and products across the world faster and more 
economically.
This includes helping the company, whose revenues 
were $233.6 billion last year, plan for the future after fos-
sil fuels. Chasing this mission, Mr. Sebregts was recently 
in Bengaluru to open a new technology centre and to 
scout for start-ups here.
30 football fields
The centre, equal to more than 30 football fields, is one 
of three main global technology hubs, alongside those in 
Houston, U.S. and Amsterdam, in the Netherlands.
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“One of the reasons to pick Bengaluru is the vibrant tech-
nology development community around it,” said Mr. Se-
bregts in an interview. “This includes the start-up com-
munity as well as other tech-savvy companies, academic 
institutes and the whole ecosystem coming together.”
The facility can house up to 1,500 experts, who would 
collaboratively work on worldwide innovative energy pro-
jects. It has expertise in fields such as liquefied natural 
gas, subsurface modelling, data analysis, engineering 
design, water technology and enhanced computational 
research.
The centre is also making efforts — using its IH2 (waste 
to fuel) technology — to turn forestry, agricultural and mu-
nicipal waste into transportation fuels.
A new demonstration plant is being built at the site. Mr. 
Sebregts said that India had a very large highly-educated, 
tech-savvy workforce with in-depth scientific knowledge.
Shell also brought the ‘Make the future Accelerator’ pro-
gramme to India for the first time. It aims to encourage 
and accelerate the ecosystem of start-ups for the devel-
opment of bright energy ideas around the world.

Graviky Labs, a Bengaluru-based start-up which cap-
tures air pollution and turns it into inks was selected for 
this year’s accelerator programme. Graviky has devel-
oped ‘Kaalink,’ a retrofit technology which captures car-
bon emissions from vehicles or chimneys before it enters 
the atmosphere.
The captured pollutants are then recycled into ink, brand-
ed Air-Ink, that can be used to draw, write and paint.
Mr. Sebregts said that the challenge of cleaner energy is 
too big and too complex for single institute or company 
to solve. To tackle that, innovation needs to come from 
all the kind of sources. “We work with a lot with start-ups. 
They are very agile, fast paced sources of ideas and they 
can often do great things,” said Mr. Sebregts.
Shell is already bringing in innovations developed out-
side the company to produce energy more quickly. For in-
stance, it used MRI scanners, the medical imaging tools 

used in hospitals, to examine rock samples for insights 
into reservoir rock formations.
Gravity information
Like the geobrowser Google Earth, Shell has also used 
a method of exhibiting satellite pictures. But instead of 
the streets, it looked below the earth’s surface. In fact, 
the company assessed magnetic and gravity informa-
tion from the space using data from the European Space 
Agency’s satellite.
The data enhanced its knowledge about the interiors of 
the earth, including where oil and gas might be discov-
ered.

Indian team in U.S. for defence technology 
talks
A Defence Ministry delegation is in the U.S. to discuss 
the entire range of cooperation under the Defence Tech-
nology and Trade Initiative (DTTI).
Nine working groups have been established under the 
initiative, which aims to promote co-development and co-
production of military technologies for use by both coun-
tries. The latest group set up recently is on new naval 
systems, such as sonars and sonobuoys, which are of 
interest to India.
A six-member team headed by a Vice-Admiral from the 
Tri-Services Integrated Defence Staff (IDS), along with 
Service and Ministry members, has embarked on the 
three-day visit, a senior defence official said.
“This is a task force meeting and they will comprehen-
sively discuss all issues under the DTTI,” he said.
However, India is still waiting for some clarity on appoint-
ments in the Pentagon. While the Indian side of the DTTI 
is co-chaired by A.K. Gupta, Secretary, Defence Produc-
tion, the U.S. side is co-chaired by Frank Kendall, Under-
Secretary for Acquisition, Technology and Logistics.
However, with the change in the administration, there is 
no clarity on appointments as yet.
The two Navies had signed the terms of reference at the 
first meeting of the new Naval Systems Joint Working 
Group in Washington DC on March 1.
Underwater surveillance
Underwater surveillance systems such as sonars and 
sonobuoys are of particular interest to India as it is aug-
menting its capabilities to keep track of the increasing 
Chinese naval presence in the Indian Ocean.
A senior official observed that some niche technologies 
with the U.S. can be accessed through the mechanism 
and various possibilities are being explored.
The naval cooperation is also in U.S. interests and the 
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Chief of the U.S. Pacific Command (PACOM), Admiral 
Harry Harris, said early this year that “there is sharing of 
information regarding Chinese maritime movement in the 
Indian Ocean”.

Wireless cameras to monitor vital signs in 
premature babies
Swiss researchers said that they have developed a wire-
less camera system to monitor vital signs in premature 
babies, a move that could replace uncomfortable and 
highly inaccurate skin sensors.
The skin sensors currently used to monitor vital signs in 
babies born prematurely generate false alarms in up to 
90% of cases, mainly set off by the baby’s movement. 
“This is a source of discomfort for the babies, because 
we have to check on them every time,” Jean-Claude Fau-
chere, a doctor at University Hospital Zurich’s neonatal 
clinic, explained in a statement.
“It’s also a significant stress factor for nurses and a poor 
use of their time — it distracts them from managing real 
emergencies and can affect quality of care,” he added.
Tests soon
The hospital is preparing to begin tests of a new, contact-
less system created by researchers at the EPFL polytech-
nical university in Lausanne and at the Swiss Center for 
Electronics and Microtechnology, CSEM, in Neuchatel. 
The system should allow premature babies, kept warm 
in neonatal incubators, to be medically monitored using 
highly sensitive cameras that detect the newborn’s pulse 
by detecting and analysing its skin colour, which changes 
ever so slightly every time its heart beats.
“Breathing is monitored by measuring movements of its 
thorax and shoulders. At night, infrared cameras take 
over, which means that monitoring, can be carried out 
non-stop,” the statement said.
Initial study
The optical system was designed by CSEM researchers, 
who chose cameras sensitive enough to detect minute 
changes in skin colour, while the EPFL researchers de-
signed algorithms to process the data in real time, it said.
“We ran an initial study on a group of adults, where we 
looked at a defined patch of skin on their foreheads,” 
EPFL PhD student Sibylle Fallet said.
“With our algorithms we can track this area when the per-
son moves, isolate the skin pixels and use minor changes 
in their colour to determine the pulse,” she said, adding 
that “the tests showed that the cameras produced practi-
cally the same results as conventional sensors.”
Once the system has been extensively tested on prema-

ture babies, it could one day replace skin sensors alto-
gether, the schools said. “In addition to cutting down on 
false alarms, it would also be more comfortable for the 
babies,” the statement said.

Let cleanliness be our homage: PM
Prime Minister Narendra Modi asked people to mark the 
centenary year of the Champaran Satyagraha as an op-
portunity to adopt sanitation and cleanliness, an intrinsic 
part of Gandhian philosophy, as their own.
At a programme organised by the Culture Ministry, he 
said the country had paid homage to Mahatma Gandhi 
through all these years and that the time had come to 
turn a passive homage to an active one of adopting sani-
tation as a goal. “It is time to turn Shraddhanjali [hom-
age] to Karyanjali [oblation through work],” he said at the 
programme that also involved a digital exhibition on the 
Satyagraha.
“Champaran was the place that acquainted the rest of 
the country with Satyagraha and with the greatness of 
Gandhiji. He went there as Mohandas Karamchand Gan-
dhi but returned as the Mahatma. The event bears close 
study, as it teaches us not just the political tools that Gan-
dhiji perfected during his struggle for the indigo farmers 
of Champaran, but also the panchamrut (five nectars) 
that we as Indians got as a result of the struggle. The 
first was of course the method of Satyagarha, the second 
was the realisation of the power of a people, the third was 
cleanliness and education, then, the mass participation 
of women and their power, and finally the powerful act of 
hand-spinning one’s own clothing.”
‘Purifying event’
He said India’s history was vast and glorious and could 
not be bound within the names of a few families and sur-
names. “The Satyagraha at Champaran is one of those 
events that purify us in their occurrence and retelling,” he 
said.

Hasina invites Indian companies to 
Bangladesh, promises SEZs
Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina invited Indian 
companies to invest in the country’s infrastructure sector 
that requires investments of about $20 billion a year till 
2030, promising to exclusively dedicate at least three of 
the 100 proposed special economic zones in the country 
for Indian investors.
Speaking at the India Bangladesh Business Forum , Ms. 
Hasina, who has a 250-member industry delegation ac-
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companying her, said she would encourage Indian inves-
tors to consider investments in Bangladesh in infrastruc-
ture projects especially in the energy sector, as well as 
manufacturing, transport and food processing.
“We need $20 billion annually till 2030 to take full advan-
tage of our high demographic dividend and cheap labour 
costs,” Ms. Hasina said, stressing that apart from a bilat-
eral investment pact to protect Indian investors, the coun-
try was also offering packages that allow 100% repatria-
tion of profits and invested capital by foreign investors.
With a per-capita income of $1,446 and a growth rate 
of 6% to 7% in the last eight years, Bangladesh offers a 
fast-growing domestic market of 160 million consumers 
as well as special duty-free access to various global mar-
kets, Ms. Hasina pointed out, expressing hope that the 
country’s economy will grow at 8% by 2020.
As many as thirteen pacts were signed between Indian 
and Bangladeshi firms at the summit, entailing invest-
ments of about $9 billion. Apart from joint ventures be-
tween public sector firms of the two countries, these 
pacts included a $2-billion deal between Adani Power 
Limited and Bangladesh Power Development Board for 
purchasing power from the company’s 1,600 MW Power 
Plant in Jharkhand.
Made in Bangladesh
Claiming that Ms. Hasina was turning Bangladesh from ‘a 
basketcase to a miracle case,’ Federation of Bangladesh 
Chambers of Commerce & Industry president Abdul Mat-
lub Ahmad said he was confident that Indian industrialists 
would invest about $7 billion into Bangladesh, but called 
for steps to correct the trade imbalance between the two 
nations.
Union Minister of State for Petroleum and Natural Gas 
Dharmendra Pradhan said that bilateral trade between 
India and Bangladesh had grown 17% in the past five 
years to reach $6.5 billion, but Bangladesh’s exports 
have failed to cross the billion-dollar mark.
“I must thank India for allowing duty-free access to Bang-
ladesh goods, but our exports are hovering between 
$500 million to $750 million. We are not to cross the bil-
lion-dollar mark. Why is it so?” Mr. Ahmad asked.
“Indian companies like Emami and Dabur have set up 
factories in Bangladesh to supply to the local market. 
Why don’t we look at re-exporting these branded prod-
ucts Made In Bangladesh back to India?” he suggested 
as a measure to boost its exports to $1 billion.
While the proposed regional connectivity plans such as 
the Bangladesh Bhutan India Nepal corridor could boost 
economic ties, Mr. Ahmad said the project wasn’t moving.

“The biggest hurdle is the visa system. Bangladesh gives 
Indian people a visa so they can enter from any airport 
or any land port. But when Bangladesh people get a visa 
from India, we are given either for Petrapole or Agartala 
or some other place, (entry is) limited to only one point. 
Unless and until we can change this, it will be very dif-
ficult for the regional cooperation to ultimately come in 
place,” Mr. Ahmad said.

FCA India to roll out Jeep Compass by June 
this year
FCA India, the wholly owned subsidiary of Fiat Chrysler 
Automobiles, announced plans to roll out the locally-
made Jeep Compass from its Ranjangaon plant by June 
2017.
The company had invested $280 million on the project at 
its facility near Pune. The SUV, the first to be produced 
by FCA in India, is expected to enter the domestic auto 
market’s fastest-growing segment in the third quarter of 
calendar 2017.
“The local production schedule of the Jeep Compass is 
firmly on track and we are all set to begin local produc-
tion of the Jeep brand’s global SUV by June ,” said Kevin 
Flynn, President and MD, FCA India. “The Jeep Com-
pass will come with several industry-first features and will 
set benchmarks in the Indian SUV space.”
The company also announced two power train options 
that will be offered with the Jeep Compass – the 160+ 
HP, 250 Nm multi-air petrol and the 170+ HP, 350 Nm, 
diesel.
Jeep Compass is expected to be priced at about Rs. 20 
lakh and will compete with existing SUVs such as Mahin-
dra and Mahindra’s XUV 500 and Hyundai Motor India’s 
Creta.
FCA India, the wholly owned subsidiary of Fiat Chrysler 
Automobiles, announced plans to roll out the locally-
made Jeep Compass from its Ranjangaon plant by June 
2017.
The company had invested $280 million on the project at 
its facility near Pune. The SUV, the first to be produced 
by FCA in India, is expected to enter the domestic auto 
market’s fastest-growing segment in the third quarter of 
calendar 2017.
“The local production schedule of the Jeep Compass is 
firmly on track and we are all set to begin local produc-
tion of the Jeep brand’s global SUV by June ,” said Kevin 
Flynn, President and MD, FCA India. “The Jeep Com-
pass will come with several industry-first features and will 
set benchmarks in the Indian SUV space.”
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The company also announced two power train options 
that will be offered with the Jeep Compass – the 160+ 
HP, 250 Nm multi-air petrol and the 170+ HP, 350 Nm, 
diesel.
Jeep Compass is expected to be priced at about Rs. 20 
lakh and will compete with existing SUVs such as Mahin-
dra and Mahindra’s XUV 500 and Hyundai Motor India’s 
Creta.

Making change, making change-makers
A group of Adivasis, mostly women, some with babies 
in their arms, sit in a small, dark room, looking at a big 
white screen mounted on a wall. The screen is lit by a 
projector. A young man, a teenager really, clicks a key 
on a laptop and a video begins playing. The letters on 
screen are in English, which most of the people in the 
room cannot read.
The young man — his name is Ketan — relays the con-
tents of the video to the audience in Marathi. The video is 
about how to pay electricity bills online. “Click on mahad-
iscom.in ,” Mr. Ketan says.
“You can do this if you use the internet,” he says, a little 
later. And then, still later, “A debit card is the same as an 
ATM card.” The video plays twice, but the audience still 
looks bemused.
Another young man, Jayesh More, takes over, and he 
projects more confidence, more authority, but he’s rough-
ly the same age as Ketan. “People here are afraid,” he 
tells the audience.
“Take the first step forward. Ask whatever you want, we 
are here to help you.” Silence.
He tries humour: “Why travel to the taluka to pay your bill, 
spend money on travel and food? Each of you consumes 
at least two vada pavs on every trip, right?” This elicits a 
giggle; a few women begin asking questions.
As the session ends, there is noticeably more lightness 
and camaraderie. Samiksha Gharat, whose family grows 
paddy in the village, says it will take her a while to figure 
out how to pay bills online. “My eight-year-old son knows 
how to check Google,” she adds.
Ramesh Ghangde, a 60-year-old farmer who was glued 
to the presentation, is more confident.
“I’ve used their help to get myself an Aadhaar card. I will 
definitely take their help again,” he says.
But perhaps the most interesting transformation in the 
room is that of the ‘senior’ presenter, though it wasn’t as 
quick. Mr. Jayesh is just 19, a Class XII Arts student at 
the Sonopant Dandekar College in Palghar.
He looked reticent, lacked confidence and feared the 

spotlight. But that is not how he is known in his village, 
Khadkoli. “They used to call me a ‘ mastikhor ’ [prank-
ster]. Now, they look at me with respect. I never imagined 
I’d come this far,” he says.
Mr. Jayesh and his friends are ‘e-sevaks’, who are lead-
ing an information revolution in 19 villages of Palghar, 
part of a two-year-old initiative, led by the NGO PUKAR. 
Designed to increase financial inclusion, the campaign 
has now expanded to create awareness about the impor-
tance of e-governance.
Along the way, the NGO has also empowered its foot sol-
diers, the e-sevaks, to participate in decision-making at 
the local level.
Unleashing potential
For the e-sevaks, it’s been as much a discovery of their 
hidden strengths as of external influence.
“I was never too interested in studies, but always had 
a social conscience,” says Uttarsha Patil, 22, who is in 
her final year of Software Engineering at a Vasai institute. 
“Those of us who were doing the door-to-door campaigns 
have gained enough confidence to speak at gram sab-
has, or directly to the sarpanch.”
Shweta Gaikwad, 19, who is in her first year of an ac-
counting course at a Virar college, has found her voice in 
a conservative society.
“Out here, it’s an unspoken rule: women have to be home 
by 7 p.m. At times, our meetings end at 9 p.m.; I’m the 
only girl in the neighbourhood to stay out so late. When 
my neighbours ask me where I’ve been, I just shrug it off. 
It’s their job to ask.”
Nakul Patil, 29, travels over 110 km each way to the 
Mazagaon Docks in Mumbai, where he works as a tech-
nician. But more than his day job, it is his work as an e-
sevak that has given him satisfaction. “People would ask 
us, ‘Why are you doing all this?’ Those were days when 
even for a photocopy, they had to travel to another vil-
lage. Now, they approach us on their own. The feedback 
they give us is, ‘Every other NGO simply puts up posters. 
You are the only ones who do door-to-door awareness.’”
Training for the e-sevaks’ — PUKAR now has 36 of them 
— involved familiarising them with the use of computers, 
understanding nearly 50 government schemes, teach-
ing them about research ethics, instruments and com-
munication, and activity-based workshops on issues like 
caste, gender and the environment. PUKAR trained them 
for three months at the Sonopant Dandekar College, 
which made its computer laboratory available to them.
“The e-sevak model is also about personality develop-
ment,” says Shrutika Shitole, programme facilitator at 
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PUKAR. “They gain internet knowledge, learn how to see 
problems and handle political issues. As e-sevaks, they 
have to thoroughly understand government modules.”
Dr. Anita Patil-Deshmukh, director of PUKAR, says the 
programme has created a leadership base there. An im-
portant part of creating leaders, she says, involves prac-
tising soft skills.
“I have always emphasised to them that just because 
they have the power, it does not mean they can be disre-
spectful. These are [dealing with people who are] under-
privileged, and don’t have information.”
To contest polls
Perhaps the most heartening development for PUKAR is 
that the e-sevaks will stand for the next Gram Panchayat 
elections, due in December this year in three villages, 
and in 2021 in some others.
“We’re hoping at least 10 of the 36 will be elected. They 
are best placed to lead, as they understand the issues 
villagers face, and people know what they can do,” says 
Ms. Shitole.
All these years, the sarpanch would be elected by default 
in a reserved seat, and his deputy would wield the power 
but this time, she says, those equations will be shaken. 
Dr. Patil-Deshmukh agrees that this is a logical step: 
“That’s the only way they [the e-sevaks] will change gov-
ernance; in fact, it’s a very powerful way to bring about 
change.”

Silicon Valley’s Hortonworks eyes India’s big 
data market
Hortonworks Inc. stunned the tech industry a few years 
ago when it became the fastest enterprise software start-
up to reach $100 million in annual revenue in just four 
years from inception. The California-based company said 
that it now saw its next big growth coming from interna-
tional business and the Indian market is going to play a 
key role in it. It is betting big on selling its services and 
support for the Hadoop open-source data analytics tech-
nology framework to the Indian enterprises as well as 
government’s big data projects like the ID platform Aad-
haar.
“We have captured a significant amount of market in 
North America,” Arun Murthy, the 35-year-old co-founder 
and vice president for engineering at Hortonworks, said 
in an interview. “I think a lot of our growth would come 
internationally and India would be a key part of that.”
The firm leads a bunch of companies that are pursuing 
the opportunity to monetise Hadoop, an open source 

software platform for distributed storage and processing 
of very large data sets on computer clusters built from 
commodity hardware. Hadoop was built at Yahoo! in the 
mid-2000s to help the Internet portal compete with Goog-
le.
Origins at Yahoo!
In 2011, serial entrepreneur Rob Bearden partnered with 
Yahoo! to establish Hortonworks with 24 engineers from 
the original Hadoop team including founders like Alan 
Gates and Arun Murthy. The original developer of Ha-
doop, Doug Cutting, who named the platform after his 
son’s yellow stuffed toy elephant, works at Cloudera, 
which is Hortonwork’s rival.
Prior to co-founding Hortonworks, Mr. Murthy, an alum-
nus of Visvesvaraya Technological University was re-
sponsible for all MapReduce code and configuration 
deployed across more than 42,000 servers at Yahoo!. 
MapReduce, which is the core component of Hadoop, is 
the original framework for writing applications that pro-
cess large amounts of data.
In 2014, Hortonworks’ market capitalisation exceeded 
$1 billion in an initial public offering. But the market cap 
has now come down to about $662 million. To bolster its 
growth, Hortonworks is now eyeing opportunities in the 
Indian market as well as to hire talent here. This month, 
it opened a larger office in Bengaluru which houses the 
company’s engineering and support teams, in addition to 
the India sales team.
“The consumption (of data) in this market, with Digital 
India, is phenomenal,” said Kamal Brar, Vice President, 
Asia Pacific, Hortonworks. He said customers in India 
were already using Hadoop especially in sectors such as 
e-commerce and telecommunications. The government 
too was open to adopting such open-source technolo-
gies, he said. “That is proven with Aadhaar, digital locker 
and now the payment gateways coming through the de-
monetisation move,” said Mr. Brar.
Eightfold growth
The big data industry in the country is expected to grow 
eightfold to touch $16 billion by 2025 from the present 
size of $2 billion, according to the IT trade body NASS-
COM.
Globally, Hortonworks provides its platform to customers 
such as the United Network for Organ Sharing (UNOS), 
healthcare organisation Mayo Clinic, online retailer eBay 
and digital music service Spotify.
The platform would enable customers in India to run big 
data analytics technology to mine hidden insights, pat-
terns and unknown correlations from large chunks of 
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data.
This helps scientists to speed up drug discovery, farmers 
to increase yields, exploration companies to discover oil 
and e-commerce companies to predict customer behav-
iour.
For example, UNOS, the private, non-profit organisation 
managing the U.S. organ transplant system, is using the 
Hortonworks Data Platform to help transplant profession-
als make more informed decisions when life-saving or-
gans become available.

The money begins to flow again
After more than a one-year hiatus, big-ticket investments 
are back in the Indian e-commerce market with home-
grown online retailer Flipkart raising $1.4 billion from 
China’s Tencent, eBay and Microsoft. Will this signal a 
revival of funding environment for the entire start-up eco-
system, which has gone through rough weather?
As part of the deal, eBay will sell its Indian business to 
Flipkart. The funding comes at a time when Jeff Bezos’s 
Amazon is expanding aggressively and plans to invest 
$5 billion in India in the next few years. Flipkart has gone 
through a top-level revamp, while key investors are push-
ing another home-grown online retailer Snapdeal for a 
potential sale to Flipkart or Alibaba-backed Paytm. Ex-
pectations are that it would be three-way fight in the In-
dian e-commerce market among Amazon, Alibaba and 
Flipkart, which is consolidating its position through merg-
ers, with backing of strategic investors.
The years 2014 and 2015 saw billions of dollars being 
poured into the ecosystem. Then emerged the news of 
firms making huge losses and investors becoming cau-
tious of putting in money and pushing firms towards 
sustainable business models. Hence, private equity and 
venture capital funding in Indian e-commerce fell to $1.94 
billion in 2016 from a peak of $4.7 billion in 2015, data 
from Venture Intelligence show. According to the firm, 
there has been a notable shift away from consumer Inter-
net and mobile deals.
There has been news of employee firings and start-ups 
shutting down, mainly because they could not find sus-
tainable business models. According to data from start-
up tracker Tracxn, 314 start-ups closed down in 2016.
Even with the latest round of funding seen in the space, 
some industry watchers are still sceptical about the dis-
counting model of e-commerce firms which result in high-
er cash burn levels.
At a recent event at IIT Madras, ace banker Deepak 
Parekh said the valuation game may have run ahead of 

what fundamentals warrant in the e-commerce space.
‘Rein in cash burn’
“…. Time has come to caution and rein in the cash burn 
model. There has to be threshold level where the rev-
enue stream and profitability have to become key consid-
erations, rather than just focusing on gross merchandise 
value,” he said, immediately after the latest round of fund 
raising by Flipkart.
“Unless these companies post cash profits, how will they 
ever be self-sustaining? Otherwise, the model is just 
based on going from one private equity fund to another 
and at some stage someone will be left holding the baby 
and this can have a domino effect across the entire sys-
tem,” he added.
However, he displayed faith in the e-commerce sector 
pointing out that India delivers about 2 million packag-
es a day, when compared with an estimated 57 million 
in China and 35 million in US. “The growth of this sec-
tor hinges on sorting out logistics, warehousing and the 
transportation system.”
Kerry Rice, a senior analyst on Internet and digital media 
at New York-based investment bank Needham & Com-
pany, said that India’s consumer market is of a significant 
size. Indian e-commerce and financial services (which in-
cludes travel, digital payments, cab services, movie tick-
ets, food delivery, online learning) is expected to reach 
$40-50 billion by 2020 from $15-20 billion, according to 
recent report by The Boston Consulting Group (BCG) 
along with The Indus Entrepreneurs (TIE).
‘No dominant leader’
“I believe investors are likely looking at India as a similar 
market to China, except no dominant leader exists yet,” 
Mr. Rice said in an email response. “Given that there is no 
dominant leader, we are seeing large global e-commerce 
companies, such as Alibaba, Amazon and eBay trying... 
to seize a leadership position. I expect more investments 
to come for India,” he added.
Anil Kumar, CEO at Redseer Consulting reckons that 
the e-commerce space can see profits being made. “The 
market is still at the nascent stage. Only 1% of Indian 
market is online. The current size is $15 billion. If that 
grows by 10-15 times in next 10 years, the customer ac-
quisition cost as well as cash burn will come down and 
profits would be made.”
He also said one of the key issues would be how quickly 
the players can increase the user base from 15 million at 
present to 100-200 million.
One firm that has been successful in bringing down cash 
burns is online restaurant discovery and online food de-
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livery firm Zomato, which has seen an 81% drop in annual operating burn for FY17 at $12 million, from $64 million in 
FY16, according to its recent blogpost. Last year, HSBC Securities and Capital Markets (India) had slashed the firm’s 
valuation by about half to $500 million.
The sharp reduction in Zomato’s burn is a significant positive, and if revenue growth momentum continues on this 
base, the concerns on $1-billion valuations will abate, particularly considering multiple valuation write-downs and 
business shutdowns over past year in the sector, Motilal Oswal said in a research note.
Flipkart’s fund raising (at a 24% lower valuation than its previous funding round) signals a positive sign for the entire 
ecosystem since it is seen as a barometer. With government approving the listing of IRCTC, one of the profitable e-
commerce firms, things are looking good for the ecosystem,” Mr. Kumar added. “All in all, the current Flipkart deal at 
a reasonably rich valuation tells me there are still some takers for the Indian horizontal e-commerce story who believe 
that another large company can go profitably head-to-head with Amazon, notwithstanding the many who have closed 
down,” or look close to downing shutters, said entrepreneur-turned-investor Chandu Nair said. He pointed out that 
the consumer Internet story in India got overheated too soon and there was too much money from certain investors, 
which had what the industry calls FOMO (or fear of missing out) written all over it, chasing very few quality deals.
“The Flipkart deal comes as a major relief to the e-commerce ecosystem,” Arun Natarajan, MD, Venture Intelligence, 
said. “However, this deal is not likely to trigger the kind of frenzy in the Internet and mobile sector that we saw in 2015. 
The focus now is on whether Unicorns are able to walk the talk in terms of profitability and deliver real cash exits to 
investors,” he added.
Professor Thillai Rajan, Department of Management Studies, IIT-Madras, who closely tracks the start-up sector in 
India, said tepid interest in e-commerce and the consumer Internet space is unlikely to change while there could be 
“more interest towards deep innovation ventures.”

Hindi may become must till Class X in CBSE schools
Students of schools affiliated to the Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE) and Kendriya Vidyalyas (KVs) 
may have to compulsorily study Hindi till Class X with recommendations of a parliamentary panel in this regard getting 
the President’s nod.
The Ministry of Human Resource Development has also been instructed to form a policy in consultation with the 
State governments to make the language compulsory. “The HRD Ministry should make serious efforts to make Hindi 
language compulsory in curriculum. As a first step, Hindi should be made a compulsory subject up to Class X in all 
schools of CBSE and Kendriya Vidyalaya Sangathan,” the presidential order said.
Form policy
“The Centre should form a policy in consultation with State governments,” it added. The CBSE, as on this February, 
has 18,546 schools in India and 210 schools in 25 foreign countries.
There are 1,117 KVs, 2,685 government/aided schools, 14,141 independent schools, 589 Jawahar Novodaya Vidya-
layas and 14 Central Tibetan Schools, as per the board’s website. The recommendations were made in the ninth 
report of the Committee of Parliament on Official Language.
The CBSE had last year recommended a three-language formula — English and any two Indian languages — to be 
expanded to Classes IX and X. However, the HRD Ministry is yet to take a call on the suggestion.
Meanwhile, Union Minister M. Venkaiah Naidu in Guwahati, also urged the people to use Hindi in their day-to-day life 
along with the regional languages.


