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    About the ‘CRUX’

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

Best Wishes
Editorial Board
Team Aspirant Forum

    Courtesy:
    The Hindu
    Press Information Bureau (PIB)
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National
Karnataka to get new solar park soon
Pavagada, one of the most backward and parched taluks 
in Karnataka, has been declared drought-hit more than 
50 times in the last seven decades. The people residing 
in barren hilly lands are deprived of potable water. With 
no irrigation facility, farmers barely earn a few hundred 
rupees from groundnut crop, and worse, the crop often 
withers away every year.
Located 180 km from Bengaluru and bordering Andhra 
Pradesh, the taluk is blessed with good sunshine for 
most part of the year. capitalising on this, it is now finding 
a place in the global green energy map, with the State 
government commencing the process of setting up a so-
lar park, claimed to be the world’s largest, with an invest-
ment of Rs. 14,425 crore, including Central aid.
The solar park, spread over 13,000 acres across five vil-
lages of the taluk, will generate 2,000 MW of power by 
September 2018. In the first phase, to be ready by De-
cember, it would generate 600 MW.
With this and other solar projects, the State would be-
come the number one State in solar power, with a gen-
eration of 3,000 MW by the end of December, officials 
of Karnataka Renewable Energy Development Ltd. 
(KREDL) told The Hindu.
The Pavagadapark is financed and co-developed by the 
Union Ministry of New and Renewable Energy (MNRE), 
the State government, and developers who pay upfront 
charges.
Chief Minister Siddaramaiah and Energy Minister D.K. 
Shivakumar, who inspected the progress of the park on 
September 28, said Prime Minister Narendra Modi would 
be invited to dedicate the park to the nation in December.
Lease period
To set up the park, the government obtained 13,000 
acres from farmers on a lease for 28 years. Landowners 
get land lease charges of Rs. 21,000 per acre per year 
with 5% escalation for every two years on the base rate. 
The farmers have been receiving the amount for the last 
two years.
For farmers whose land had been acquired for roads, 
power grid plants and other utilities, compensation of Rs. 
6.6 lakh per acre has been given since such lands cannot 
be used for farm purposes in future.
Besides income to farmers, the park would generate 

4,000 jobs for local youth. It would give a boost to lo-
cal small-scale industries such as hotels, real estate, and 
petty business, officials said.
Developers
Six developers — Adani Power and Tata Solar Power ( 
(150 MW each), Arrow Solar and ReNewer Power (50 
MW each), ACME Solar and Fortum Solar (100 MW 
each), have set up solar panels to generate 600 MW in 
the first phase. National Thermal Power Corporation Ltd, 
which bagged the bid, will purchase power from these six 
developers at Rs. 4.80 per unit and supply to the State 
electricity supply companies at a bundled tariff of Rs. 
3.30 per unit.
For the balance 1,400 MW, tariff is yet to be fixed through 
competitive bidding.

Justice Rohini to head sub-categorisation 
panel
President Ram NathKovind   appointed a commission 
to examine the sub-categorisation of Other Backward 
Classes (OBCs) to ensure that the more backward among 
the communities can access the benefits of reservation.
The five-member panel will be headed by retired Chief 
Justice of the Delhi High Court G. Rohini.
The Ministry of Social Justice and Empowerment said in 
a statement, “Sub-categorisation of the OBCs will ensure 
that the more backward among the OBC communities 
can also access the benefits of reservation for educa-
tional institutions and government jobs.”
The decision, taken on the birth anniversary of Mahatma 
Gandhi, reinforces, in the spirit of his teachings, the gov-
ernment’s efforts to achieve greater social justice and in-
clusion for all, and specifically members of the OBC, the 
statement added.
The Joint Secretary in the Department of Social Justice 
and Empowerment will be its secretary. J.K. Bajaj would 
be its member, while the Director of the Anthropological 
Survey of India and the Registrar-General and Census 
Commissioner are ex-officio members.
Terms of reference
The terms of reference of the commission are to “exam-
ine the extent of inequitable distribution of benefits of res-
ervation among the castes or communities included in 
the broad category of OBC with reference to such class-
es included in the Central list; to work out the mechanism 
for sub- categorisation.”

India disputes ILO’s slavery report
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The report, released on September 19, does not contain 
any India-specific findings, barring a mention that 17,000 
people were interviewed for the survey.
The letter follows a missive from the Intelligence Bureau 
(IB) to the government about documentation by multiple 
international organisations on slavery in India that can 
hurt India’s image and exports.
In a letter to the Prime Minister’s Office and Labour Min-
istry, the IB mentioned the following reports — the 2016 
United Nations Special Rapporteur Report on contem-
porary forms of slavery, including its causes and con-
sequences, the 2015 ILO Committee of Experts on the 
Application of Conventions and Recommendations on 
Forced Labour, the 2016 Global Slavery Index 2016 and 
ILO-WFF joint report of 2017.
Authenticity doubted
Union Labour Secretary M. Sathiyavathy wrote a let-
ter to ILO Director General Guy Ryder     doubting the 
authenticity of the survey. The letter accessed by The 
Hindu stated that “neither the Central government was 
consulted before the study nor its credibility has been es-
tablished.”
“We would like to know the basis on which the data has 
been verified for credibility when apparently it has been 
neither verified with any official data source including that 
of ILO nor any national governments have been consult-
ed regarding the survey methodology,” the letter dated 
October 4 said.
Although country-wise figures were not mentioned in the 
2017 ILO-WFF report, the study said 40.3 million people 
were victims of ‘modern slavery’ in 2016.

Railways move to end decades-old VIP 
culture
Railway Ministry has virtually asked its senior staff to slug 
it out — at home and at work — as part of steps to end 
the VIP culture in India’s national transporter.
In an unprecedented move, the Ministry has ended a 
36-year-old protocol that made it mandatory for general 
managers to be present on the arrival and departure of 
Railway Board chairman and other board members dur-
ing zonal visits.
As part of a overhaul, the Railway Board has decided 
to do away with the instructions of a 1981 circular that 
mandated such protocol. Railway Board chairman 
AshwaniLohani said no official would entertain bouquets 
and gifts at any time.
Senior officials will also have to relieve all the railway staff 

who have been engaged as domestic help. Officials say 
around 30,000 trackmen work at the homes of senior of-
ficials. They have been asked to resume official duties.
Railway Minister Piyush Goyal has also asked senior offi-
cials to give up travel in posh saloons and executive class 
travel privileges and begin travelling in Sleeper classes 
and AC three-tier coaches along with other passengers.

Centre stresses defence readiness
Taking a dig at the previous United Progressive Alliance 
government, Defence Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said 
here    that lack of timely decision-making in the past dec-
ade had caused gaps in military preparedness.
However, Ms. Sitharaman assured the armed forces that 
the National Democratic Alliance government was com-
mitted to filling those gaps.
She made the comments while addressing the biannual 
Indian Air Force (IAF) Commanders’ Conference which 
began at the IAF Headquarters. Later in the day, she ad-
dressed the biannual Army Commanders’ Conference.
Devolved powers
“During her address, the Defence Minister said the de-
volved powers given to the Service Chiefs should be fully 
utilised for achieving their capabilities. She said that the 
budgetary allocations should not be viewed as a con-
straint and should be looked at to acquire what is abso-
lutely necessary,” the Air Force said in a statement.
In his address, Air Chief Marshal B.S. Dhanoa reiterated 
the IAF’s role as the first responder in most contingen-
cies, and stressed the need to sustain the ongoing pro-
cess of capability enhancement.
Addressing the Army Commanders at Manekshaw Cen-
tre, Ms. Sitharaman listed integration of the armed forc-
es as her priority as it was essential, particularly in the 
domain of training, communication, logistics and cyber-
space, to prepare for any future conflict.
Building infrastructure
“Assuring focus on capacity and capability development, 
she promised close monitoring of improvement in stra-
tegic infrastructure, long- pending force modification re-
quests, welfare of serving, retired and families,” the Army 
said in a statement.
Ms. Sitharaman has also informed the Army of her re-
quest to Home Minister Rajnath Singh for provisioning of 
Humanitarian and Disaster Relief (HADR) equipment to 
allow the personnel of the force to use them during the 
time of natural disasters.
Since taking charge as Defence Minister, Ms. Sithara-
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man has travelled extensively to various military stations 
and also border areas.

‘Sexual intercourse with minor wifeis rape’
These include the Prohibition of Child Marriage Act of 
2006, Protection of Children from Sexual Offences Act 
and Juvenile Justice Act, all which define a “child” as 
someone who is below 18 years of age.
The court held that the exception clause to rape, carved 
out in the IPC, created an unnecessary and artificial dis-
tinction between a married girl child and an unmarried 
girl child. The clause took away the right of a girl child to 
bodily integrity and reproductive choice. It had even the 
effect of turning a blind eye to trafficking of the minor girl 
children in the guise of marriage.
“Almost every statute in India recognises that a girl below 
18 years of age is a child and it is for this reason that the 
law penalises sexual intercourse with a girl who is below 
18 years of age. Unfortunately, by virtue of Exception 2 
to Section 375 of the IPC, if a girl child between 15 and 
18 years of age is married, her husband can have non-
consensual sexual intercourse with her, without being 
penalisedunder the IPC, only because she is married to 
him and for no other reason,” the apex court explained 
the discrimination shown to a ‘married’ girl child.
The apex court held that the exception clause will hence-
forth be “meaningfully” read as: “Sexual intercourse or 
sexual acts by a man with his own wife, the wife not be-
ing under 18 years of age, is not rape.”
The court, however, refrained from dealing with the issue 
of marital rape of a woman above 18 years of age.
Few prosecutions
Justice Gupta, in a separate judgment, dealt with the 
abysmally low number of prosecutions and annulments 
of marriage filed under Prohibition of Child Marriage Act 
(PCMA).
“I am not oblivious to the harsh reality that most of the 
child brides are even below the age of 15 years. There 
is a practice in many parts of the country where children, 
both girls and boys, are married off, even before they 
attain puberty. They are innocent children, who do not 
even understand what marriage is,” Justice Gupta wrote.
Though child marriage is prohibited, it is not automati-
cally void under India’s civil laws. The court criticised the 
fact that PCMA makes child marriage only voidable, that 
is, the burden is placed on the child bride to approach a 
court to declare her marriage a nullity. She has to do this 
within two years of attaining majority, that is by the time 

she is 20 years old. If not, the marriage continues.
Govt. pulled up
The court slammed the government for trying to “some-
how legitimise” the exception clause. Instead of attempt-
ing to effectively implement and enforce the anti-child 
marriage law, the government diluted it by creating artifi-
cial distinctions The government had urged the court not 
to tinker with the exception clause as it was introduced 
keeping in view the age-old traditions and evolving social 
norms. The government had argued that the “practice of 
child marriage cannot be wished away and, therefore, 
legislature in its wisdom has thought it fit not to criminal-
ise the consummation of such child marriages”.
Countering this, the court said the exception clause “stat-
utorily cancels a girl child’s right to decline sexual inter-
course with her husband.”
“Union of India cannot be oblivious to the existence of 
the trauma faced by a girl child who is married between 
15 and 18 years of age or to the three pro-child stat-
utes and other human rights obligations... The govern-
ment tried to somehow legitimise child marriage,” Justice 
Lokur shot back.

Sabarimala entry row goes to Statute Bench
The Constitution Bench will decide whether Ayyappa 
devotees form a separate religious denomination by 
themselves.
Most importantly the larger Bench will decide if a temple 
managed by a statutory board can ‘indulge’ in the prac-
tice of banning women from entry on moral grounds.
The Constitution Bench will decide whether Rule 3 (b) of 
the Kerala Hindu Places of Public Worship (Authorisation 
of Entry) Rules, 1965 allows a ‘religious denomination’ to 
ban entry of women between the age of 10 to 50 years. 
If so, does this amount to discrimination and violation of 
the fundamental rights to equality and gender justice.
Finally, the Constitution Bench has been asked to decide 
whether Rule 3(b) is ultra vires the Kerala Hindu Places 
of Public Worship (Authorisation of Entry) Act, 1965 and 
violative of the fundamental rights.
The Sabarimala temple restricts women aged between 
10 and 50 from taking the pilgrimage to Sabarimala – 
which means women are banned from even making the 
arduous trek to the shrine.
The restriction finds its source in the legend that the Sa-
barimala temple deity – Swami Ayyappa – is a ‘Naishti-
kaBrahmachari’ – and should not be disturbed. A 1991 
Kerala High Court judgment supports the restriction im-
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posed on women devotees. It had found that the restric-
tion was in place since time immemorial and not discrimi-
natory to the Constitution.
Met with objections from the Pandala royal family and 
several Ayyappa groups that the deity was not “interest-
ed” in women devotees of the restricted age bracket visit-
ing him, Justice Misra had reacted that such arguments 
merely based on conjecture without any constitutional 
basis cannot be entertained in the Supreme Court. “De-
ity’s interest is a hypothesis which we do not want to com-
ment on now. It is not within our domain. God is every-
where, in every atom,” Justice Misra had once remarked.

Railway Board takes up safety measures
The Indian Railways is planning a series of steps to im-
prove the safety of rail tracks, including automated in-
spections and frequent traffic blocks for maintenance. 
In a meeting chaired by the Railway Board Chairman 
AshwaniLohani, with all General Managers of the Zonal 
Railways through video conferencing on September 16, 
Mr. Lohani suggested various measures to give the high-
est priority to the Railways’ safety. He also noted that the 
Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) is concerned by the speed 
of response during accidents, a senior Railway Ministry 
official said. Mr. Lohani directed all the Railway zones to 
procure “self-propelled cars” for track inspection, citing its 
usefulness in the Delhi division.
A Railway Board member highlighted that a large num-
ber of rail fractures are occurring on rails that have not 
served even 25% of their lifespan. “This usually happens 
due to improper handling or laying of rail tracks, and is a 
major sign of worry. We have asked the Zonal Railways 
to adopt technology while inspecting rail tracks. Quality of 
welding and frequent maintenance blocks are crucial to 
improve rail welds,” a senior official said.

ITBP raises maiden mechanised column
For the first time in its over 50-year history, the Indo-
Tibetan Border Police (ITBP) is raising and deploying 
a mechanised column of power vehicles and machines 
to quickly mobilise troops along the India-China border 
during Chinese military transgressions and Doklam-like 
standoffs.
The decision to raise such a military-style combat wing 
in the paramilitary force was taken after the Union Home 
Ministry recently approved deployment of snow scoot-
ers at all high-altitude border outposts of the mountain-
warfare trained force along the 3,488-km-long frontier it 

guards.
A senior Home Ministry official said on the condition of 
anonymity that the mechanised column of the force will 
comprise over 250 sports utility vehicles (SUVs), all-ter-
rain vehicles (ATVs), snow scooters, excavators and a 
few other medium-lift four-wheeled vehicles.
Peacetime force
While the Army has the mechanised infantry, it was es-
sential to have a mechanised column in the ITBP as it 
secures the border in peacetime and will bear the first 
onslaught in case of a war or a conflict, the official said, 
explaining the rationale behind the latest move.
Till now, only the Border Security Force that guards the 
India-Pakistan border had an artillery unit and some 
mechanised components to aid it.
A proposal to raise a full-fledged mechanised column 
under the 90,000-personnel strong ITBP was moved by 
the forces’ headquarters here sometime back, the official 
said, with the force Director General (DG) R.K. Pachnan-
da making a specific presentation to the Ministry in this 
context.
The force has about 30 border posts above the height 
of 15,000 feet and some 50 such posts above 12,000 
feet and the Home Ministry has accorded sanctions to 
the ITBP to have at least one snow scooter at each of 
these frontier bases. The force has also been given sanc-
tions to upgrade its firepower by modernising the support 
weapons like 81mm mortars, he added.
Sanction given
“Sanctions have already been accorded to procure mod-
ern machines and vehicles for the force. So the govern-
ment has decided to strengthen the assets and strength 
of the both the army and the ITBP,” the Home Ministry 
official said.

Navy joins operation to search for Indian 
sailors
Late     night, the Indian Navy despatched a Boeing P-8I 
Long Range Maritime Reconnaissance Anti-Submarine 
warfare aircraft to help in the search and rescue of 10 
missing crew members of the Hong Kong registered mer-
chant vessel m.v. Emerald Star, which sank off the Philip-
pines coast    .
Japanese and Philippines Coast Guard vessels, and oth-
er ships, continued to be on the lookout for the ten miss-
ing sailors. m.v. Emerald Star had 26 crew members, 
many of them from Tamil Nadu. Eleven crew members 
were rescued by m.v. Densa Cobra and are currently in 
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Xiamen, China. Five, who were rescued by m.v. SM Sa-
marinda , are in the Philippines.
The P-8I carried ten men, inflatable boats and food, and 
began operations early   morning after reaching Vilamor 
Air Base in Manila, the Navy tweeted. “Five Indian crew 
members of Emerald Star are in Irene, Philippines. Our 
mission is to bring them to Manila before repatriation to 
India,” Raveesh Kumar, spokesperson, Ministry of Exter-
nal Affairs, tweeted. He said India’s Guangzhou Consu-
late officials visited the injured crew in a hospital in Xia-
men.
Minster of External Affairs Sushma Swaraj spoke to the 
wife of the Captain of the ship, Rajesh Ramachandran 
Nair,    , a friend of Mr. Rajesh told The Hindu. “He has 
two young children and his family is worried,” Mr. Ramesh 
Nair said.
Third Officer Giridhar Kumar Subramaniam, who hails 
from Pollachi and is among the 10 missing, got married 
only recently, his cousin Usha said.
“He has a one-month-old baby. His wife is extremely wor-
ried.”
“Information from those rescued is that everyone wore 
life jackets at the time of abandoning the ship. Hopefully 
they will be found soon,” Raghu Bharathi, cousin of oiler 
MuruganGowtham, who hails from Madurai, said.

‘All major ports to get LDB services’
The Logistics Data Bank’s (LDB) services will soon be 
extended to all major ports in India. The LDB project’s ob-
jective is to ensure greater efficiency in the country’s lo-
gistics sector through the use of information technology.
Discussions between the Government and the Indian 
Ports Association (IPA) in this regard have begun, ac-
cording to official sources. The IPA is the apex body for 
India’s major ports under the shipping ministry’s supervi-
sory control. Until now, the LDB project covered only the 
country’s western logistics corridor.
As part of the LDB project, each container is attached 
to a Radio Frequency Identification Tag (RFID) tag and 
tracked through RFID readers. This, in turn, helps import-
ers and exporters to track their goods in transit. So far, 
about 4.93 million containers (2.34 million import contain-
ers and 2.59 million export containers) have been tagged 
and de-tagged under the project.
‘To boost foreign trade’
The LDB project was unveiled in July 2016 as an impor-
tant ‘ease of doing business’ initiative to boost the coun-
try’s foreign trade and bring about greater transparency. 
It helps reduce the overall lead time of container move-

ment, besides bringing down transaction costs that con-
signees and shippers incur.
The project is implemented through a Special Purpose 
Vehicle called Delhi Mumbai Industrial Corridor Develop-
ment Corporation Logistics Data Services Ltd. (DLDSL) 
— jointly (50:50) owned by the Delhi Mumbai Industrial 
Corridor (DMIC) Trust and Japanese IT services major 
NEC Corporation.
As part of an initiative to expand the project to ports in 
South India, a team from DLDSL toured container port 
terminals in Chidambaranar, Krishnapatnam and Katu-
palli and held discussions with stakeholders there. 
Meanwhile, the LDB System has been integrated with 
the Freight Operations Information System of railways, 
sources said, adding that the move will help users track 
in-transit rail container movement.
According to the shipping ministry, the LDB project cov-
ers “the entire movement through rail or road till the In-
land Container Depot and Container Freight Station.”

5,000 cusecs released from Pulichintala for 
Krishna delta
The Andhra Pradesh Water Resources Department     re-
leased 5,000 cusecs from the Pulichintala project to meet 
the demands of the Krishna delta.
This also helped Telangana run two units in its power 
house and generate 80 MW for the first time.
Increase in demand
With paddy sown in an extent of 16,22,403 acres in 
Prakasam, Guntur, Krishna, and West Godavari districts 
in the Krishna delta, there was a sudden increase in ir-
rigation demand.
Though all the 24 pumps of the Pattiseema Lift Irrigation 
Project were running to pump 8,500 cusecs of the Goda-
vari water to the Prakasam barrage, it was calculated that 
another 5,000 cusecs was required for wetting of 5.86 
lakh acres in Krishna, 5.52 lakh acres in West Godavari, 
4.44 lakh acres in Guntur, and 41,607 acres in Prakasam 
district.
The Telangana State Genco (TSGENCO) planned three 
power generation units, each of 40 MW, at the dam site 
on the left bank of the Krishna in Suryapet district. While 
the first unit had been tested in October last, the second 
was ready for testing this year.
When engineers from A.P. informed their Telangana 
counterparts that a decision was made to release 5,000 
cusecs from the reservoir, the latter said they were ready 
to use the water for power generation.
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When contacted, executive engineer of the Dr. K.L. Rao 
Pulichintala Project Chakravarti said that power genera-
tion began with 1,000 cusecs     morning and would grad-
ually be increased to 5,000 cusecs.
Telangana constructed a power house with three units. 
Water would flow to Prakasam barrage after power gen-
eration, Mr. Chakravarti said.
Paddy requirement
Paddy needs 37% of the total water when it is between 
transplantation and panicle initiation stages and 34% of 
the total water when it is between panicle initiation and 
flowering stages, say agricultural experts to explain the 
changing demand for water.

‘Why exempt CBI from RTI Act?’
A plea has been filed in the Supreme Court for an early 
hearing of a petition challenging a 2011 government no-
tification, which includes the Central Bureau of Investi-
gation (CBI) on the list of “intelligence and security or-
ganisations” exempted from disclosing information to the 
public under the Right to Information Act.
Counsel Ajay Agrawal, in his petition, said the June 9, 
2011 notification including the CBI in the Second Sched-
ule of the Right to Information (RTI) Act of 2005 was 
arbitrary, especially when the organisation was only an 
investigating agency and not a security or intelligence or-
ganisation.
The fresh application, filed earlier this month, for an ad-
vanced hearing in the case alleged that the notification 
was “solely to scuttle the RTI appeal pending before the 
Chief Information Commissioner, New Delhi, in regard to 
the Bofors-Quattrocchi case in which order was passed 
by the Central Information Commission directing the 
CBI to provide the requisite papers to the petitioner [Mr. 
Agrawal]”.
Mr. Agrawal, who has been pursuing the Bofors payoff 
case for years, contended that “by issuing the notification 
and placing the CBI in the Second Schedule, the govern-
ment appears to be claiming absolute secrecy for the CBI 
without the sanction of the law.”
“The RTI Act was a promise to the citizens by Parliament 
for transparency and accountability ... It is incumbent on 
the government to provide the reasons for constricting 
the citizen’s fundamental right to information,” the petition 
contended.
‘Deep impact’
“Such an administrative decision has a profound impact 
on the citizens of India inasmuch as it restricts their fun-

damental right to information ... By this method the gov-
ernment could keep adding organisations to the Second 
Schedule, which do not meet the express criteria laid 
down in Section 24(2) of the RTI Act and ultimately ren-
der the RTI Act ineffective,” the application said.
This case had been transferred from the Delhi High Court 
to the apex court following the government’s claim of mul-
tiplicity of such petitions in several High Courts.

Ensure State panels for women are set up: SC
The Supreme Court has asked the Centre if state com-
missions for women (SCW) actually exist.
The top court raised the question as it dealt with the issue 
of precarious conditions faced by destitute widows living 
in Vrindavan and other places across the country.
The court, which is hearing a matter pertaining to the 
condition of such widows, told the Centre that if SCWs 
did not exist in the States, then the State governments 
concerned should be asked to ensure setting up of such 
panels. “The Solicitor General should also inform us 
whether the SCW is actually existing in all the States and 
if not, then a communication to the State governments 
must be sent to ensure that these SCWs are in place in 
accordance with the statute,” a Bench headed by Justice 
M.B. Lokur said.
The Centre told the Bench, which also comprised Jus-
tices S. Abdul Nazeer and Deepak Gupta, that it would 
furnish an affidavit on the agreed action plan, which con-
tains several steps required to be taken to improve the 
situation of the destitute widows.
The court asked the Centre to do the needful within six 
weeks and fixed the matter for hearing on December 6.
‘No access to justice’
In August, the top court had said that the ostracised des-
titute widows belong to the “socially disadvantaged class” 
of society and were not treated with the dignity they de-
serve in the shelter homes in Vrindavan and elsewhere. 
It had equated them with socially underprivileged groups 
who have no real access to justice, are voiceless and 
needed to be empowered.

‘Labour will take an ethical approach to for-
eign policy’
A Labour government would raise concerns about human 
rights including those relating to the situation in Kashmir 
with India, as part of an ethical approach to foreign policy 
that treated human rights and trade developments as “in-
separable parts of the same conversation”, the Labour 
Party’s spokesperson on foreign affairs Emily Thornberry 
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said    .
Human rights and sustainable development would be 
“fully embedded” as part of any trade negotiations with 
countries Britain sought to develop relations with in the 
wake of Brexit, Ms. Thornberry told a gathering of the 
Indian Journalists Association in .
Ms. Thornberry also urged the need for a more realistic 
approach to Britain’s trade talks with India, arguing that 
Foreign Secretary Boris Johnson’s optimism appeared 
misplaced, particularly as the two countries had failed to 
move forward much on a number of issues with the back-
ing of 27 EU nations as part of the EU-India free trade 
talks. She also noted that Britain’s stance on the move-
ment of people had been the “fly in the ointment” of the 
EU-India FTA.
She also argued that recent developments on the global 
stage — including the Trump administration’s relinquish-
ment of global leadership on issues such as climate 
change—provided India an opportunity to show interna-
tional leadership in an area “it has never been so badly 
needed in”.
Acknowledging Labour Leader Jeremy Corbyn’s past 
criticisms of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, she said that 
he regularly met with people who were not “natural allies. 
“He will always criticise where he thinks criticism should 
be leveled...” she said.
She said the Labour party’s concerns around Kashmir 
came from a concern about human rights.
She added that the issue of Kashmir had to be settled by 
India and Pakistan “coming together with both being pre-
pared to compromise and expend a bit of political capital”.

New interlocutor is known as a dove
Former Intelligence Bureau (IB) chief Dineshwar Shar-
ma, who was appointed as the government’s special rep-
resentative to carry forward a dialogue with all sections 
of the people in Jammu and Kashmir, has said that he 
would ensure that “normalcy returns to the State as soon 
as possible.”
Speaking to The Hindu , soon after his name was an-
nounced at a press conference by Home Minister Ra-
jnath Singh, Mr. Sharma said he was approached by the 
Centre two days ago. A top government source said Mr. 
Sharma was chosen as he is known to have “moderate 
views and is committed to dialogue.”
“I hope I can rise to the expectations of the people of 
India. Would like to see that normalcy returns to State as 
soon as possible,” Mr. Sharma said.

Crucial meeting
The source said that on October 17, National Security 
Advisor (NSA) AjitDoval, Home Secretary Rajiv Gauba, 
Director, IB, Rajiv Jain and other senior officials met J&K 
Chief Minister Mehbooba Mufti at her Akbar Road resi-
dence in Delhi to discuss a new political process in the 
State.
“The officials went over three previous processes of dia-
logue held in the Valley — the roundtable discussion by 
former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, the talks held 
by former Home Minister P.Chidambaram and the re-
port of the three interlocutors appointed in 2010,” said 
the source. The committee discussed various names. “It 
was felt that a politician may be too public a figure. The 
name of a top official of a key investigating agency was 
also considered. They finally decided on tried, tested and 
trusted Dineshwar Sharma,” the source said.
Asked if Kashmiris would be apprehensive of opening up 
to a retired police officer who has also been the intel-
ligence chief, Mr. Sharma said, “I have been interacting 
with all kinds of people when I was in IB... it never oc-
curred [to me] that people are scared to talk to me.”
Official sources that there was no restriction on talking to 
separatists.
Mr. Sharma, a 1979-batch IPS officer of the Kerala cadre, 
was appointed as Director, IB, in December 2014 for a 
fixed two-year term. Post- retirement, he was appointed 
as an interlocutor for talks with Assam-based insurgent 
groups in June. He also heads a committee to restructure 
the Home Ministry.
The Centre was keen on giving an extension to Mr. Shar-
ma as IB chief, but he turned down the offer. Mr. Sharma 
has worked with Mr. Doval when the latter was IB chief. 
He headed the Subsidiary Intelligence Bureau of Uttar 
Pradesh when Home Minister Rajnath Singh was the 
Chief Minister.
(With inputs from
SuhasiniHaidar)

IAF show scorches Lucknow-Agra highway
The Indian Air Force put up a spectacular show on the 
Lucknow-Agra highway    as 16 of its frontline aircraft 
conducted elaborate landing drills on a designated air-
strip built on the expressway.
The landing and touchdown exercises were held on the 
3-km airstrip built on the expressway near Bangarmau in 
Unnao, between Lucknow and Kanpur.
The IAF’s fighter class aircraft, Sukhoi-30, Mirage-2000 
and Jaguar enthralled the crowd with their speed and 
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touchdown manouvres. The key feature of the event, 
however, was the debut of the advanced turbo-prop mili-
tary transport vehicle, the C-130J Super Hercules, on the 
highway. This was also the first time that the Jaguar par-
ticipated in a highway landing exercise.
The C-130J Super Hercules, which is of U.S. origin, is uti-
lised for special operations and relief work during HADR 
(Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster Relief) operations 
in times of humanitarian crisis. They supply relief material 
during calamities such as floods and earthquakes, while 
also being used for evacuation.
The day’s exercise started with a short landing by the 
massive C-130, which on its landing roll loaded off Garud 
commandos for ground operations.
On disembarking from the C-130, the commandos took 
up position on either side of the airstrip to cordon it off for 
the fighter operations.
Two sets of three Mirages, five Sukhois and three Jag-
uars, then carried out touch and go manoeuvres on the 
expressway. The over two-hour long performance was 
capped by another short landing by the C-130 as it re-
turned to extricate the Garud commandos.
Alternative airstrip
The military has said the exercise was aimed at check-
ing feasibility of expressways being used as alternative 
airstrips in case of dire emergencies or non-availability of 
runway for any reason.
“Over the past few years, the IAF has been increas-
ing its efforts to utilise certain straight stretches of Na-
tional Highways for emergency landings. Such highway 
stretches are planned to be used in emergencies, if an 
active airport is not available for some reason. These op-
erations increase the flexibility in the use of Air Power,” a 
defence spokesperson said.
This is not the first time the IAF aircraft have landed on 
a highway. In May 2015, fighter aircraft landed on the 
Yamuna Expressway for the first time, followed by an 
elaborate ‘touch-and-go’ and low-pass manoeuvres of 
take-offs and landings by six IAF fighter planes — three 
Mirages and three Sukhois — last November when the 
expressway was inaugurated by the Akhilesh Yadav gov-
ernment.
Several countries like Germany, Sweden, South Korea, 
Taiwan, Finland, Switzerland, Poland, Singapore, Czech-
oslovakia and Pakistan have dedicated stretches on their 
highways and expressways for aircraft to land and take 
off in emergencies or warlike events, the military said.
“This operation has majorly boosted IAF’s capability to 
undertake unhindered operations even during non-avail-

ability of standard runways. It has demonstrated the ex-
pert flying skills of its fighter and transport aircrew, and 
the capability of its ground crew in activating such ex-
pressway airstrips on short notice,” the spokesperson 
said.
The IAF plans such excercises on highway stretches in 
other parts of India. At 302-km, the Lucknow-Agra Ex-
pressway is the longest six-lane highway in the country. 
The highway cuts short the distance between the state 
capital and the land of the Taj Mahal, while also reducing 
journey time to Delhi.

Navy to increase watch over Indian Ocean
The Navy is institutionalising an experimental concept of 
round-the-clock surveillance of critical choke points in the 
Indian Ocean. The issue was reviewed    at the ongo-
ing biannual Naval Commanders Conference chaired by 
Navy Chief Admiral Sunil Lanba.
“The plan involves deploying mission-ready ships and 
aircraft along critical sea lanes of communications and 
choke points. These ships deployed are ready to meet 
any eventuality across the spectrum of operations rang-
ing from acts of maritime terrorism and piracy to Humani-
tarian Assistance and Disaster Relief (HADR) missions. 
These deployments are aimed to be maintained 24/7 and 
round the year with ships being sustained and turned 
around on station,” a Navy source said.
The new mission-based deployment concept was un-
veiled in the last Naval Commander’s Conference and 
was ratified for incremental implementation, in the back-
drop of increased Chinese presence in the Indian Ocean 
Region (IOR).
As part of this, at least 12-15 major warships are on 
round-the-clock surveillance of critical choke points in the 
IOR, the official added.
Of late, China has increased its presence in Indian Ocean 
in the name of anti-piracy operations.

Aadhaar to face Supreme Court scrutiny, 
govt says won’t extend deadline
The stage is set for a judicial scrutiny of the centre’s 
12-digit unique identification project, Aadhaar, by the 
country’s apex court.  , the Supreme Court referred all 
Aadhaar cases to a five-judge Constitution bench to be 
formed by the end of November.
The legal basis of Aadhaar, as well as the various other 
challenges raised against it, will now be reviewed by the 
apex court. At stake is the fate of several key social sec-
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tor benefits as well as the delivery of a range of services 
such as telecom and banking linked to Aadhaar.
To be sure, till such time as the court sets up the constitu-
tion bench and passes orders, the government can con-
tinue to use Aadhaar for its various programmes.
“What is at stake is the fate of those people who don’t 
wish to enrol for Aadhaar or those who do not want it 
to be linked to the schemes and services for which the 
government is seeking to make it mandatory,” said senior 
advocate Jayant Bhushan.
He added that once the Constitution bench started hear-
ing the matter, there would be clarity on issues surround-
ing the mandatory linking of Permanent Account Number 
(PAN) with Aadhaar where the court had upheld it but 
exempted those who did not possess the unique identity.
The direction was passed by a bench headed by Chief 
Justice Dipak Misra after being informed by the centre of 
its unwillingness to extend the deadline for linking Aad-
haar to various schemes to 31 March and requesting a 
hearing instead.
The court had earlier tagged 22 cases to be heard by 
a smaller bench. The cases challenge several aspects 
of Aadhaar including the use of data collected under the 
unique identification programme.
Two new pleas challenging Aadhaar—one by the West 
Bengal government on the mandatory linking of Aadhaar 
to various schemes and another challenging its mandato-
ry linking with mobile numbers—have also been brought 
to court.
On 25 October, the centre had told the court that it was 
willing to extend the deadline for linking Aadhaar to vari-
ous schemes to 31 March next year. It, however, clari-
fied that this would apply only to those who have not yet 
enrolled for Aadhaar.  , it did a rethink, saying it was un-
willing to extend the deadline, and instead sought early 
hearing of the matter.
In a path-breaking ruling on 24 August, the apex court 
held that privacy is a fundamental right. In the process, 
it set the stage for the introduction of a privacy law; the 
government has appointed an expert group under former 
Supreme Court judge B.N. Srikrishna to make recom-
mendations.
Earlier in the day, a division bench headed by justice A.K 
Sikri directed the West Bengal government to modify its 
plea challenging the mandatory use of Aadhaar for vari-
ous schemes and issued a notice to the centre on the 
mandatory linking of Aadhaar to mobile numbers.

PM Modi flags off ‘Run for Unity’ to 

commemorate Sardar Patel anniversary
Prime Minister Narendra Modi    flagged off a run to com-
memorate the 142nd birth anniversary of SardarVallab-
hbhai Patel in the national capital.
The ‘Run for Unity’, which began from the Major Dhy-
an Chand National Stadium, saw the participation of a 
large number of people, including sports personalities 
like Sardar Singh, DipaKarmakar, Suresh Raina and Kar-
namMalleswari.
The 1.5km run in Delhi came to an end near the India 
Gate C-Hexagon-Shah Jahan Road radial. Earlier, Presi-
dent Ram NathKovind, vice president M Venkaiah Naidu, 
prime minister, and home minister Rajnath Singh visited 
Patel’s statue located at the Parliament street and offered 
floral tributes.
“We salute Sardar Patel on his Jayanti. His momentous 
service and monumental contribution to India can never 
be forgotten,” Modi said while flagging off the run. The 
Prime Minister said everyone in the country is proud of 
Patel’s contribution to India before it attained freedom 
and during the early years after the nation became inde-
pendent.
The central government observes 31 October all over 
the country as a day of special occasion to foster and 
reinforce the government’s dedication to preserve and 
strengthen unity, integrity and security of the nation by 
celebrating it as a ‘RashtriyaEktaDiwas’ to commemorate 
the birth anniversary of Sardar Patel.
Several union ministers, senior officials and others also 
participated in the event. Hockey player Sardar Singh 
said ‘Run for Unity’ is a commendable initiative to show-
case country’s unity and integrity. Gymnast DipaKarma-
kar said she was proud to be part of the run, which is 
being organised to remember the contributions of Patel 
in unifying the country.

Centre gets SC to freeze hearing on Article 
35A
Choosing dialogue over court battle, the Centre con-
vinced the Supreme Court   to defer hearing on petitions 
challenging the special status granted to Jammu and 
Kashmir, saying it has appointed an interlocutor to com-
mence talks with stakeholders in the State.
Appearing before a Bench led by Chief Justice Dipak 
Misra, Attorney General K.K. Venugopal said the court 
should adjourn the hearing on the petitions against Article 
35A of the Constitution for six months. The court, how-
ever, settled for 12 weeks in its order.
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‘Will affect process’
“We have appointed an interlocutor. He has started talks with stakeholders. If the court hears this case, it will affect 
dialogue process,” Mr. Venugopal submitted.
The government has appointed Dineshwar Sharma, a former IB director, as interlocutor.
Article 35A is a provision incorporated in the Indian Constitution giving the Jammu and Kashmir State Legislature a 
carte blanche to decide who are the ‘permanent residents’ of the State and grant them special right and privileges in 
State public sector jobs, acquisition of property within the State, scholarships and other public aid and welfare pro-
grammes.
The provision mandates that no act of the State legislature coming under the ambit of Article 35A can be challenged 
for violating the Indian Constitution or any other law of the land.
Special consideration
Article 35A was incorporated into the Indian Constitution in 1954 by an order of President Rajendra Prasad on the 
advice of the Jawaharlal Nehru Cabinet.
The Presidential Order was issued under Article 370 (1) (d) of the Indian Constitution. This provision allows the Presi-
dent to make certain “exceptions and modifications” to the Constitution for the benefit of ‘State subjects’ of Jammu 
and Kashmir. So Article 35A was added to the Constitution as a testimony of the special consideration the Indian gov-
ernment accorded the ‘permanent residents’ of Jammu and Kashmir. Parliament was not consulted when the Presi-
dent incorporated Article 35A into the Indian Constitution through a Presidential Order issued under Article 370. Article 
368 (i) of the Constitution mandates that only the Parliament can amend the Constitution by introducing a new Article.
The court is hearing a writ petition filed by NGO, We the Citizens, which challenges the validity of both Article 35A 
and Article 370.
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GST: old habits spur poor compliance
The reason behind only a little more than half of the regis-
tered taxpayers filing their August returns by the deadline 
could be due to a combination of behavioural reasons, 
and the clashing of various deadlines, according to tax 
experts. The government had last week announced that, 
though the last date for filing the GSTR-3B form for Au-
gust was September 20, only 55% of those ‘required to 
file’ had done so by September 25.
“The alarming fact which emerges is with respect to the 
level of compliance for the month of August,” Abhishek 
A Rastogi, Partner at Khaitan& Co said. “It appears that 
45% of the assessees have still not filed returns. The 
Government should go to the root cause and analyse 
whether these assessees are facing some genuine prob-
lems or they have been migrated automatically and are 
not required to comply.” Many small vendors have had 
to register themselves on the GST Network in order to 
obtain a GST number, something their buyers need them 
to have for the purpose of availing input tax credits. How-
ever, once registered, these small businesses have to file 
their returns regularly.
‘Zero returns too’
“This means all the people who have taken up a GST 
registration have to file their returns, even if it is a zero 
return,” Ansh Bhargava, head of growth and strategy at 
Taxmann, told The Hindu .
Mr. Bhargava added that a major reason behind 45% 
people not filing their GST returns could be due to behav-
ioural issues, since it was unlikely to be due to a lack of 
clarity about procedures or deadlines. “There is nothing 
wrong with the system, as such,” Mr. Bhargava said. “The 
returns are being uploaded on the website..., and people 
already know the deadline. The government has been 
clear about that and the officials have been repeating it. 
This could be down to a behavioural phenomenon where 
people are not used to filing their returns regularly.”
Another reason for missing the deadline for GSTR-3B 
could be that taxpayers are waiting to first deal with the 
more complicated GSTR-1 form and then turn to the 
GSTR-3B. “The biggest issue in July was: how does a 
business make a bill,” TejusGoenka, ED, Tally Solutions 
said. “In August it was how to file GSTR-3B, which turned 

out to be a non-issue. The biggest issue is the GSRT-1, 
which is the detailed return, and that’s a huge problem 
because of the amount of details needed and the format 
not being straightforward,” Mr. Goenka added.

What is Total Return Index?
In August, asset management firm DSP BlackRock In-
vestment Managers Pvt. Ltd. announced it would be dis-
closing the performance of its active equity mutual funds 
with The Total Return Index (TRI) as the benchmark. 
Here is a rundown of the term:
How has equity mutual fund performance 
been measured so far in India?
Currently, a majority of fund houses benchmark their eq-
uity mutual fund schemes against simple price indices 
which capture only the change in price of the stocks that 
are components of the said index.
An index comprises a basket of securities taken at the 
prevalent market price. For instance, two of India’s popu-
lar indices Sensex and Nifty comprise shares of 30 com-
panies and 50 companies respectively and the returns 
are measured based on price movements of the index 
components. So, an equity mutual fund’s performance 
was measured against the performance of their respec-
tive benchmarks.
What is The Total Return Index?
A Total Return Index takes into account not just the Price 
Returns of the stocks but also dividends paid out on the 
stocks.
According to investment research and investment man-
agement firm Morningstar, globally, Total Returns Indices 
are commonly used as the primary benchmarks for com-
paring fund performance, but in India this trend is only 
now taking off. Historically, Indian indices have always 
been tracked for the Price Return, but now you can find 
historical Total Returns data for most indices, although 
they are not widely tracked yet, the firm said.
What is the advantage in using the Total Re-
turn Index?
BlackRock has said that total returns included interest, 
capital gains, dividends and distributions realised over a 
given period of time.
The TRI will help in giving the right picture of the real al-
pha (a metric which measures what the fund has earned 
over and above — or below — what was expected.
The alpha that is shown currently may look overstated as 
dividends are not added in benchmark returns calculation 
and the move towards TRI is a step towards “responsible 
and transparent communication with our advisors and in-

Economy
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vestors and also sets high standards in investment man-
agement,” BlackRock said.
Morningstar has compared the alpha generated by Large 
Cap Funds against the broader market benchmark on 
both Price Return as well as Total Return basis for a 
5-year period.
According to the firm, the Total Return of the benchmark 
S&P BSE 100 was 165 basis points higher than the price 
return.
The number of equity mutual funds beating the bench-
mark dropped to 58% from 85% after making a compari-
son on TRI rather than on Price Return Index basis, it 
said.
What does TRI mean for stakeholders in a mu-
tual fund?
From an investor stand point, TRI would give the actual 
picture of what exactly he or she earns from a mutual 
fund investment. From the standpoint of fund managers, 
it will make them work a little harder to make the right 
stock pick.
For instance, according to Morningstar, the typical divi-
dend yield on benchmarks is in the ballpark of 1.5% per 
annum, which means that the TRI benchmark will be 
harder to beat by 150 basis points per annum.
One has to wait and see how the TRI changes the work-
ing style of fund managers and their performance in India.

India gets first-ever U.S. crude shipment
The first ever shipment of U.S. crude oil of 1.6 million 
barrels, purchased by state-run Indian Oil Corporation 
(IOC), was received at ParadipPort  .
The shipment is a part of recent commitments to pur-
chase U.S. oil by IOC, Bharat Petroleum (BPCL) and 
Hindustan Petroleum (HPCL). IOC has placed a cumula-
tive order for 3.9 million barrels from the U.S. while BPCL 
and Hindustan Petroleum have placed orders for about 
2.95 million barrels and one million barrels, respectively.
“This marks the beginning of a new chapter in the history 
of Indo-U.S. trade, particularly in the oil and gas sector,” 
SunjaySudhir Joint Secretary (International Cooperation) 
in the Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas said after he 
took symbolic delivery of a sample of the oil.
“The inclusion of the U.S. as a source for crude oil im-
ports by India’s largest refiner will go a long way in miti-
gating the risks arising out of geo-political disruptions.
“I hope that the new arrangement will also usher in price 
stability and energy security for India, which is witnessing 
robust growth in demand for petroleum products,” added 

Mr.Sudhir.
Bilateral trade boost
U.S. crude oil shipments to India have the potential to 
boost bilateral trade by up to $2 billion, according to a. 
U.S. Embassy release. The crude oil shipment was deliv-
ered by MT New Prosperity, a Very Large Crude Carrier 
(VLCC) of capacity 2 million barrels of crude, which left 
the U.S. Gulf Coast on August 19.
“This event marks a significant milestone in the growing 
partnership between the United States and India,” Mary-
Kay Carlson, Chargé d’Affaires at the U.S. Embassy in 
Delhi said in the release.
“The United States and India are elevating our coopera-
tion in the field of energy, including plans for cleaner fossil 
fuels, renewables, nuclear and cutting edge storage and 
energy efficiency technologies. “We look forward to work-
ing together on further sales of U.S. crude and exploring 
opportunities to expand the role of natural gas in India.” 
Ms. Carlson added.

‘No nod for ONGC’s ultra-deep sea find’
Upstream oil regulator DGH has refused to review the 
commerciality of India’s deepest gas discovery made by 
Oil and Natural Gas Corp (ONGC) on grounds that devel-
oping the find poses technological challenges.
ONGC plans to invest Rs. 21,528.10 crore to develop the 
ultra deepsea UD-1 discovery in its Bay of Bengal block 
KG- DWN-98/2 (KG-D5) by 2022-23. The find would have 
helped double the output from the KG block.
It had earlier this year submitted to the Directorate Gen-
eral of Hydrocarbons (DGH) for approval a declaration 
of commerciality (DoC) of UD-1 find, sources with direct 
knowledge of the development said.
DGH, however, refused to review the DoC on grounds 
there was no technology available to produce gas from 
such water depths, they said.
A senior ONGC official said it was beyond the mandate 
of the regulator to not review a discovery and look into 
technology. “We are the operator and are confident of 
technology being available to develop the discovery,” he 
said adding the company had replied to the DGH over its 
concerns.
‘Nine wells planned’
ONGC plans to drill nine wells on the discovery that lies 
in water depths of 2,400-3,200 metres and will produce a 
peak output of 19 million standard cubic metres per day.
UD-1 holds some 75 billion cubic metres of inplace re-
serves.
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The official said that there were consultants who had 
showed to ONGC that discoveries deeper than UD-1 
have been put to production in recent times, particularly 
in the Gulf of Mexico.
“An expression of interest (EoI) meeting we had earlier 
this year for developing the KG finds saw several consult-
ants offering solutions for such water depths,” he said.
ONGC is in the process of appointing a consultant who 
will assist in developing the UD-1 discovery.
The 7,294.6 sq km deepsea KG-D5 block, which sits next 
to Reliance Industries’ flagging KG-D6 fields, has been 
broadly categorised into Northern Discovery Area (NDA 
- 3,800.6 sq km) and Southern Discovery Area (SDA - 
3,494 sq km).
The NDA has 11 oil and gas discoveries while SDA has 
the nation’s only ultra-deepsea gas find of UD-1. These 
finds have been clubbed into three groups — Cluster-1, 
Cluster-II and Cluster-III.
Last year, the company had finalised a Rs. 34,012 crore 
plan for developing the Cluster-II finds by 2019-20. First 
gas production is envisaged by June 2019 and oil would 
start flowing from March 2020, he said.
From Cluster-II, a peak oil output of 77,305 barrels per 
day is envisaged within two years of start of production.

WEF’s India summit starts today
World Economic Forum’s 33rd India Economic Summit 
will kick off   , in partnership with industry body CII. The 
theme of the conference, which will be attended by key 
ministers of the government, including Finance Minister 
Arun Jaitley and industrialists such as Sunil Bharti Mittal, 
is ‘Creating Indian Narratives on Global Challenges’.
“More than 650 leaders from 35 countries are taking part, 
allowing Indian business, society and government lead-
ers to interact and collaborate with peers from across the 
globe,” WEF said in a statement. The summit would dis-
cuss issues such as climate change, infrastructure and 
gender parity, besides demonetisation and the GST.

RBI keeps interest rates unchanged
In a post-policy interaction with the media, RBI Governor 
Urjit Patel cautioned that any moves by the government 
to impart a fiscal stimulus to the economy could have un-
intended consequences for macro-economic stability.
“Given the general government fiscal deficit, in other 
words, of the States and central government’s accounts 
combined, even that is in the region of 6% of GDP, our 
national fiscal stance can hardly be described as tight,” 
Dr. Patel said. “We have to be very cautious about these 

fiscal actions,” he said.
The RBI’s monetary policy report, released   , notes that 
while the combined fiscal deficit of the Centre and States 
is budgeted at 5.9% for 2017-18, empirical estimates 
suggest that an increase in the fiscal deficit to GDP ratio 
by 100 basis points could lead to a permanent increase 
of about 50 bps in inflation. The decision means lenders 
are unlikely, for now, to cut their rates on home and auto 
loans for consumers.
While five of the six members of the MPC voted for hold-
ing rates, one member, Ravindra Dholakia, voted for a 
25 bps cut.
The RBI noted that the goods and services tax imple-
mentation seemed to have had an adverse impact as it 
made prospects of the manufacturing sector uncertain 
which may further delay investment revival.

‘FM to ask States to cut VAT on fuels’
A day after the Centre eased the impact of taxes on fuel 
prices by slashing excise duty by Rs. 2 per litre, Petro-
leum Minister Dharmendra Pradhan said that Finance 
Minister Arun Jaitley would soon write to all the States.
Mr. Jaitley would urge them to reduce their VAT rates on 
petrol and diesel by five percentage points each in order 
to further ease the consumers’ plight in the face of rising 
fuel prices, he said.
‘States are beneficiaries’
“The Finance Minister is going to write to the States,” 
Mr. Pradhan told reporters   . “It is their responsibility to 
reduce the VAT on petrol and diesel by five percentage 
points, then consumers will get even more relief.”
“The States are the biggest beneficiaries of the tax on 
fuel,” Mr.Pradhan added. “They receive the VAT on pet-
rol and diesel, and also due to the recommendations of 
the Fourteenth Finance Commission, they get 42% of the 
central excise collections from the fuels as well.”
The VAT on petrol and diesel varies sharply across 
States, with Maharashtra leading the pack — it levies 
a VAT on petrol of 47.94% in Mumbai, Thane, and Navi 
Mumbai, and 46.81% for the rest of the State.
The lowest VAT rates on petrol are in Goa (17%) and in 
Andaman and Nicobar (6%) among the Union Territories.
Both Mr. Pradhan and Mr. Jaitley had reiterated several 
times of late that the government was not considering 
a cut in the excise duties in the face of rising fuel pric-
es, with the latter daring Opposition-ruled States to also 
slash State-level taxes on petro products and forego their 
share of the exchequer’s revenue from excise levies. Mr. 
Jaitley also pointed out that States such as Delhi, Hary-
ana, Punjab, Himachal Pradesh were quick to increase 
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their VAT rates on petrol and diesel every time prices fell.
“If State governments also make adjustments to VAT 
rates on petrol and diesel to match the cut in excise duty 
(Rs. 1.5/litre on petrol and Rs. 1.75/litre on diesel), the 
aggregate impact on inflation will be of around 14 basis 
points but the aggregate state revenue would be down by 
an additional Rs. 97.5 billion,” India Ratings & Research 
said in a note.
“In the last few days, because of the rise in international 
fuel prices, the government has had to take action,” Mr. 
Pradhan added   .

Natco surges on USFDA nod for Mylan’s MS 
drug
Natco Pharma shares    surged by 20%, or Rs. 
159.05 apiece, after the USFDA approved market-
ing partner Mylan’s application for a generic version of 
Teva’sCopaxone, used totreat multiple sclerosis (MS).
The regulator had approved Mylan’s abbreviated new 
drug applications for Glatiramer Acetate injection 40 mg/
ml (3-times-a-week injection) as well as Glatiramer Ac-
etate Injection 20 mg/mL (once-daily injection), the Hy-
derabad-based firm said.
The FDA approved the products as therapeutic AP-rated 
equivalents to Copaxone, meaning that if they are substi-
tuted for their branded counterpart they can be expected 
to have the same clinical effect and safety profile, Mylan 
N.V. said late   .
‘Most prescribed’
Copaxone is indicated for the treatment of patients with 
relapsing forms of multiple sclerosis, a chronic inflamma-
tory disease of the central nervous system.
It is the ‘most prescribed’ treatment for relapsing forms of 
MS in the U.S. with brand sales for the 20 mg/mL dose of 
approximately $700 million; and for the 40 mg/mL dose, 
about $3.64 billion for the 12 months ended July 31, Nat-
co said citing Quintiles IMS.
About 4,00,000 people in the U.S. have MS, and relaps-
ing MS accounts for 85% of initial diagnoses.
Natco Pharma, whose shares closed at Rs. 954.35 on 
the BSE   , said it would shortly communicate plans for 
unveiling of both products.
“Mylan has invested tens of millions of dollars over many 
years to bring this medicine to market,” CEO Heather 
Bresch said.

MF schemes to fall under five heads: SEBI
The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) has 

directed mutual funds to categorise all their schemes into 
five broad groups namely: equity, debt, hybrid, solution 
oriented and other.
Further, within the broad groups, the regulator has al-
lowed fund houses to have schemes based on param-
eters such as market capitalisation, investment strategy, 
tenure of instruments (for debt schemes) and the share 
of equity and debt.
“It is desirable that different schemes launched by a 
mutual fund are clearly distinct in terms of asset alloca-
tion, investment strategy, etc. Further, there is a need to 
bring in uniformity in the characteristics of similar type of 
schemes launched by different mutual funds,” said the 
SEBI circular, adding that it would ensure that mutual 
fund investors will be able to evaluate the different op-
tions available before taking an informed decision.
AashishSomaiyaa, MD and CEO, MotilalOswal Asset 
Management Company, said that the regulatory direction 
will help investors make optimal choices as the industry 
needs to offer fewer but well-defined choices rather than 
a plethora of clones.

Safety first for Indian travelers: survey
Reflecting a change in the behaviour of Indian travelers, 
a new survey by online travel portal Expedia has found 
that Indians now prefer to look for safety and cleanliness 
while searching for beach vacation destinations as op-
posed to just the cost.
“Flip-Flop Survey 2017 brings forth an interesting shift in 
preference of Indian travellers while choosing a vacation 
destination. Till about a couple of years ago, the top fac-
tor was always the overall cost and discounts, which has 
now been replaced by larger concerns like safety and 
cleanliness, further driven by great weather conditions 
and positive reviews from fellow travellers,” Manmeet 
Ahluwalia, marketing head, Expedia, in India, said.
While a safe beach is priority for 95% travellers, 93% look 
for clean beaches and 91% for positive reviews. About 
89% see ‘cost’ as a criterion for selecting a vacation des-
tination, the survey showed. Globally, positive reviews 
are the number one factor, followed by destination with 
plenty of activities, safety and weather.
‘Driving force’
Mr. Ahluwalia added that social media was emerging as 
a strong driving force in ‘creating vacation happiness’ 
with Indians being number one in ‘always-taking selfies’ 
(22%), posting photos on social media (22%), ‘check-
ing in’ on social media (21%) and connecting with others 
through social media (19%).
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The survey showed 24% Indians are social media-ob-
sessed beachgoers who spend a majority of their time 
uploading pictures and video to social media.
While the most appealing aspects of a beach vacation for 
Indians are relaxation and spending time with family and 
friends (72%), they are most anxious about risk of theft 
(76%), shark attacks (73%), being stung by a jellyfish or 
a stingray (70%).
The survey also found that globally, Indians were most 
anxious about not being able to access the Net to check 
work-related mail (59%).

RBI must allow external benchmarking for 
deposits too: banks
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) must allow deposit rates 
to be linked to an external benchmark if it wants to apply 
such a benchmark for loan rates so as to prevent asset-
liability mismatches, said bankers. However, depositors’ 
acceptance for floating rate products may not come easy.
“It cannot be one-sided,” said Rajnish Kumar, managing 
director of State Bank of India (SBI). “Any change in the 
methodology would mean that the pricing of loan and li-
ability product will have to move in tandem. Today, to re-
duce interest rate, without reducing deposit rate is not 
possible. And to reduce deposit rate, I have to take care 
of my depositors. This is a delicate balancing act which 
the bank does.”

Kumar has been appointed as the bank’s 
chairman.
A committee set up by central bank has recommended 
linking bank lending rates to a market benchmark in a bid 
to hasten monetary policy transmission as well improve 
transparency in rate setting by lenders.
The panel—headed by Janak Raj, principal adviser, mon-
etary policy department—recommended that all floating 
rate loans advanced from April be referenced to one of 
three external benchmarks. The panel has suggested a 
risk-free curve involving rates on treasury bills, or cer-
tificate of deposits rates or the central bank’s policy repo 
rate.
The panel has also recommended that banks may ac-
cept deposits, especially bulk deposits, at floating rates 
linked directly to one of the three external benchmarks. 
The decision on the spread over the external benchmark 
should be left to the commercial judgment of banks, the 
panel recommended.

However, bankers said that while such floating rate de-
posit would be easy in case of bulk deposits, usually 
those above Rs1 crore, for retail deposits, especially 
those maturing in one to three years, customers may not 
be willing to accept because of quarterly resets.
The panel suggested that lending rates should be reset 
once every quarter, from the current practice of once a 
year.
According to AshutoshKhajuria, executive director at 
Federal Bank, there is a need for a gradual approach to 
convert to the new regime because compared to global 
trends, loans in Indian banking system are mainly funded 
by deposits and not through market borrowing.
“A large part of bank deposits is on fixed rate. Even with 
CASA (current account and savings account) deposits, 
savings accounts are on fixed rate. For this to change 
to floating rate, a gradual approach (is needed) because 
this calls for changing the balance sheet profile of banks, 
which cannot be done overnight or even in six months,” 
he said.
The panel’s recommendation to migrate all existing bor-
rowers to a new regime without any conversion fee or 
other charges within one year of its introduction, i.e. 
March 2019, has also kept bankers worried.
“There will be impact on net interest margin because 
while marginal cost of funds-linked lending rates have 
fallen sharply, base rates are still on the higher side,” 
said a senior banker with a large Mumbai-based bank 
requesting anonymity.
According to UditKariwala, senior analyst at India Rat-
ings, assuming that retail depositors will accept floating 
deposits looks stretched as RBI would not want the saver 
class to be exposed to interest rate risk.
“Also, as proportion of floating rate loans linked to MCLR 
rate increased, banks have faced pressure on profitability 
more so as the credit offtake remains weak. The spread 
between MCLR and base rate is substantial giving some 
cushion on margins. To protect margins, banks then went 
for savings rate reduction. Now with external benchmark-
ing, the acceleration of margin reduction will only go up,” 
he said.
RBI will take a final view on suggestions of the panel af-
ter taking into account public feedback received until 25 
October.

EU urges India to finalize free trade pact at 
14th annual summit
The European Union (EU)     urged India to conclude a 
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broad-based bilateral free trade pact but data protection 
issues remain one of the main stumbling blocks on the 
road to finalising the deal.
The EU stressed that New Delhi’s standards of data pro-
tection have to be compliant with European levels before 
India could be certified as data-secure.
In New Delhi at their 14th annual summit, India and the 
EU pledged closer cooperation in areas ranging from 
counter-terrorism—i.e. cutting flows of funds to terrorists 
and terrorist organisations—to maritime security and pi-
racy as well as clean energy and climate change. There 
was also convergence on increasing cooperation in de-
veloping smart cities and upgrading urban infrastructure 
besides science and technology.

The European Investment Bank (EIB) 
announced funding for two projects.
The EIB said it would provide €500 million to the Banga-
lore Metro Rail Corp. Ltd for the purchase of train cars 
and the construction of metro stations—one of the largest 
EIB loans to India as well as “the largest-ever support to 
sustainable transport outside of Europe,” an EIB state-
ment said.
A second EIB statement said the lending institution had 
also agreed to a new partnership with the India-proposed 
International Solar Alliance “to mobilise finance to devel-
op and deploy affordable solar energy in solar rich coun-
tries”.
“The EIB also confirmed plans to provide a record €800 
million for renewable energy investment across India,” 
the second EIB statement said.
But the differences between the two sides came to the 
fore on issues of trade and investment.
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, in his comments, ac-
knowledged the EU as India’s “largest trade partner for 
a long time” and as one of its “largest sources of foreign 
direct investment”.
Though he referred to the EU and India as “the world’s 
largest democracies” who shared “the vision of a multi-
polar, rules-based international order,” he did not refer 
to the free trade pact under negotiation since 2007. The 
pact is known as the Bilateral Trade and Investment 
Agreement (BTIA).
However Donald Tusk, president of the European Coun-
cil, in his remarks to reporters at the end of the summit 
level talks stressed that “free and fair trade agreements 
were not only economically important” for common citi-
zens’ prosperity, “they strengthen and defend the rules-
based international order and our way of life.”

“Democracies of the world can be the ones to set am-
bitious global standards but only if we cooperate,” Tusk 
said adding that he was confident India and the EU could 
come together for “this ambitious and strategic cause.”
In his remarks, Jean-Claude Juncker, president of the 
European Commission, noted that India and the EU rep-
resent the “loudest voices for free and fair trade.”
“With this in mind, I believe it is time for a free trade 
agreement between India and the EU..today’s summit is 
an important step in the right direction and our chief ne-
gotiators will sit down for talks in the coming days to chart 
a way forward.”
On India’s demand that it be declared a data-secure 
country as part of the BTIA, Juncker said he had stressed 
the need for both sides to agree to high standards of data 
protection. Indian software service providers have spe-
cialised in offering back office and information technology 
(IT) services to European companies. The jobs that go 
with this depend on the exchange of data, he said —re-
ferring to Indian companies accessing data from Europe 
as part of IT services rendered to European firms.
“If India’s standards of data protection are converging 
with that of the European Union, the European Union will 
be able to recognise adequacy of India’s goods. This is 
a precondition to exchange personal data surely and se-
curely,” he said—an allusion to Europe demanding a firm 
assurance from the Indian government that any data ac-
cessed by Indian firms would be secure and not exposed 
in public.
Negotiations on the India-EU free trade agreement start-
ed back in 2007, with 16 rounds of talks held since then. 
The last round was held in 2013, after which negotiations 
were suspended. Both sides have explored restarting ne-
gotiations after the Narendra Modi government assumed 
power in May 2014 but Brexit uncertainties and inflex-
ibility on both sides have prevented resumption of formal 
talks.

Full list of items for which GST has been 
reduced
The GST Council Meeting     decided to make changes in 
the GST rates of certain goods. The 22nd GST Council 
Meeting held under the Chairmanship of Union Finance 
Minister Arun Jaitley also decided to cut IGST rates on 
Imports of specified Goods have been recommended. 
Soon after, Prime Minister Narendra Modi hailed the GST 
Council’s decision to lower rates for 27 commodities and 
increase the turnover threshold to Rs 1 crore. In a series 
of tweets, the Prime Minister said that the new changes 
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will made the Goods and Services Tax “simpler”.

Below is the list of items on with GST has been reduced
S.
No. Chapter/
Heading/
Sub-heading/
Tariff item Description Present GST Rate 
GST Rate Recommended by the GST Council
1. 0804 Mangoes sliced dried 12% 5%
2.
  1905 or 2106 Khakra and plain chapati / roti 
12% 5%
3. 19 or 21
  Food preparations put up in unit containers and 
intended for free distribution to economically weaker sec-
tions of the society under a programme dulyapproved by 
the Central Government or any State Government, sub-
ject to specified conditions [Foot note 1] 18%
  5 %
 
 
4. 21 Namkeens other than those put up in 
unit container and, –
(a) bearing a registered brand name; or
(b) bearing a brand name on which an actionable claim or 
enforceable right in a court of law is available [other than 
those where any actionable claim or enforceable right in 
respect of such brand name has been foregone voluntar-
ily
[Foot note 2] 12% 5%
5. 2710 Imposing GST only on the net quantity of 
superior kerosene oil [SKO] retained for the manufacture 
of Linear Alkyl Benzene [LAB] 18% 18%
[Clarification to be issued]
6. 30 Ayurvedic, Unani, Siddha, Homeopathy 
medicines, other than those bearing a brand name
[Foot note 3] 12% 5%
7. 3213 Poster Colour 28% 18%
8. 3407 Modelling paste for children amusement 
28% 18%
9. 3915 Plastic waste, parings or scrap 18% 
5%
10. 4004 00 00 Rubber  waste, parings or scrap 
18% 5%
11. 4017 00 20 Hard Rubber waste or scrap 
28% 5%
12. 4707 Paper waste or scrap 12% 5%
13. 4907 Duty credit scrips 5% Nil

14. 5401 Sewing thread of manmade filaments, 
whether or not put up for retail sale
  18% 12%
15. 5402, 5404, 5406 All synthetic filament 
yarn, such as nylon, polyester, acrylic, etc.
  18% 12%
16. 5403, 5405, 5406
  All artificial filament yarn, such as viscose rayon, 
Cuprammonium, 18% 12%
17. 5508 Sewing thread of manmade staple fibres
  18% 12%
18. 5509, 5510, 5511 Yarn of manmade sta-
ple fibres 18% 12%
19. 5605 Real Zari 12% 5%
20.  
6802 All goods falling under heading 6802 [other than 
those of marble and granite or those which attract 12% 
GST] 28% 18%
21. 7001 Cullet or other waste or scrap of Glass
  18% 5%
22. 8305 Fittings for loose-leaf binders or files, 
letter clips, letter corners, paper clips, indexing tags and 
similar office articles, of base metal; staples in strips (for 
example, for offices, upholstery, packaging), of base met-
al
  28% 18%
23. 8483 Plain Shaft Bearing 8483 28% 
18%
24. 84 Parts suitable for use solely or principally 
with fixed Speed Diesel Engines of power not exceeding 
15HP
  28% 18%
25. 84 or 85 Parts suitable for use solely or 
principally with power driven pumps primarily designed 
for handling water, namely, centrifugal pumps (horizontal 
and vertical), deep tube-well turbine pumps, submersible 
pumps, axial flow and mixed flow vertical pumps 28% 
18%
26. 84 or 85 E-Waste 28%/18% 
5%
27. Any Chapter Biomass briquettes 18% 
5%

Below is the list of goods getting IGST exemption from 
now
 Description Present applicable IGST rate 
Recommended IGST rate
1 IGST exemption on imports of rigs imported for 
oil / gas exploration and production projects under lease, 
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subject to the following conditions that:
(i)       Integrated tax leviable under section 5(1) of the 
IGST Act, 2017 on supply of service covered by item 1(b) 
or 5(f) of Schedule II of the Central Goods and Services 
Tax Act, 2017;
(ii)     The rig is not sold without the prior permission of 
the Commissioner of Customs of the port of importation;
(iii)   to re-export the goods within 3 months from the ex-
piry of the period for which they were supplied under a 
transaction covered by item 1(b) or 5(f) of Schedule II 
of the Central Goods and Services Tax Act, 2017 out of 
India;
(iv)   to pay on demand an amount equal to the integrated 
tax payable on the said goods but for the exemption un-
der this notification in the event of violation of any of the 
above conditions and applicable interest. 5% 
Nil
2 Exemption from IGST on imports of medicines 
supplied free by international agencies like UNICEF, 
WHO, Red Cross etc.
  12%/5% Nil
3 A.    Exemption from IGST on imports of bona fide 
gifts upto CIF value limit of Rs. 5000 imported through 
post or air.
  28% Nil

GST cut, and the way the khakhra crumbles
The decisions of the Goods and Services Tax Council     
to lower the tax slabs for 27 broad categories of goods 
and provide relief for small traders by changing the fre-
quency of e-filing from monthly to quarterly have got the 
thumbs-up from the Bharatiya Janata Party.
In Gujarat, which is going to the polls later this year, 
Prime Minister Narendra Modi especially referred to the 
reduction of GST on the traditional snack ofkhakhra and 
other savouries of the State from 12% to 5%. The exemp-
tions given to yarns used for nylon and polyester, vis-
cose and rayon and man-made fibres were good news 
for textile hubs in the State. The relief on waste glass was 
important for the glass industry in Vadodara. The relief in 
e-filing is also aimed at the BJP’s traditional base among 
traders.
The BJP’s increasing shift in political rhetoric to rural and 
agricultural communities had been making its traditional 
strongholds of traders jittery. Monthly e-filing was weigh-
ing on them heavily. “With these moves, we are con-
vinced that any hard feelings will now be over,” a senior 
party leader said.
Traders’ response

In a statement, Praveen Khandelwal, secretary of the 
Confederation of All India Traders and treasurer of the 
Delhi unit of the party, said: “Enabling composition deal-
ers to make inter-State sales is a bold decision, and will 
allow traders to remain competitive.”
“Increase in the composition scheme up to Rs. 1 crore, 
deferment of e-way bill and reverse charge mechanism 
will boost business sentiment in the country. Quarterly re-
turn for persons having an annual turnover of up to Rs. 
1.5 crore will give much relief to small traders and take off 
the load of monthly tax compliance,” he said.

Why do we need external benchmarks while 
pricing loans?

 
An internal Study Group constituted by the Reserve Bank 
of India (RBI) has recommended that banks should set 
interest rates based on an external benchmark and not 
as per internal benchmarks as is the practice now. Here 
is what you need to know on the subject:
What is the need for external benchmarks?
The Study Group has found that the present loan pricing 
regime, that is, the marginal cost of fund based lending 
rate (MCLR) or the base rate under the previous regime 
were both calculated based on banks’ internal factors 
such as cost of funds. They are insensitive to changes 
in the policy interest rate or repo rate. Analyses by the 
group suggested that banks deviated in an ad hoc man-
ner from the specified methodologies for calculating the 
base rate and the MCLR to either inflate the base rate or 
prevent the base rate from falling in line with the cost of 
funds.
What external benchmarks are available?
The study group has cited 13 possible candidates as 
external benchmarks: the weighted average call rate 
(WACR), collateralised borrowing and lending obligation 
(CBLO) rate, market repo rate, 14-day term repo rate, 
G-sec yields, T-Bill rate, certificates of deposit (CD) rate, 
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Mumbai interbank outright rate (MIBOR), Mumbai inter-
bank forward offer rate (MIFOR), overnight index swap 
(OIS) rate, Financial Benchmark India Ltd. (FBIL) CD 
rates, FBIL T-Bill rates and the Reserve Bank’s policy 
repo rate. The report also said that no instrument in India 
met all the requirements of an ideal benchmark.
However, the group shortlisted 3 candidates from these 
13 — one of which could be selected by RBI as external 
benchmarks after receiving feedback from all stakehold-
ers. The Study Group is of the view that the T-Bill rate, the 
CD rate and the RBI’s policy repo rate are better suited 
than other interest rates to serve the role of an external 
benchmark.
From when will the external benchmark come 
into effect?
The Study Group has recommended that all floating rate 
loans extended beginning April 1, 2018 could be refer-
enced to one of the three external benchmarks selected 
by RBI. The report said banks may be advised to migrate 
all existing loans to the new benchmark without any con-
version fee or any other charges for switchover on mutu-
ally agreed terms within one year from the introduction of 
the external benchmark, i.e., by end-March 2019.
What will the spread be?
The Study Group was of the view that the decision on 
the spread over the external benchmark should be left to 
the commercial judgment of banks. However, the spread 
fixed at the time of sanction of loans to all borrowers, 
including corporates, should remain fixed all through the 
term of the loan, unless there is a clear credit event ne-
cessitating a change in the spread.
What is the reset clause?
The group suggested quarterly interest rate resets as op-
posed to a one-year reset as practised now for improve-
ment in monetary transmission.
Will deposits also be linked to the external 
benchmark?
The report said banks may be encouraged to accept de-
posits, especially bulk deposits at floating rates linked di-
rectly to one of the three external benchmarks. The new 
State Bank of India chairman Rajnish Kumar has already 
expressed the need to move deposits rates to an exter-
nal benchmark, in case loan prices are based on such 
benchmarks.

Thaler wins economics Nobel
U.S. economist Richard Thaler won the Nobel Econom-
ics prize   for showing that economic and financial deci-
sion-makers are not always rational, but mostly deeply 
human.

Bridging the gap between economics and psychology, 
Mr. Thaler’s research focuses on behavioural econom-
ics, which explores the impact of psychological and so-
cial factors on decisions by individuals or groups in the 
economy and financial markets.
“He’s made economics more human,” the Nobel jury said, 
calling Mr. Thaler “a pioneer” on integrating economics 
and psychology.
Mr. Thaler is well-known for co-founding the “nudge” the-
ory, which demonstrates how people can be persuaded 
to make decisions that leave them healthier and happier.
“By exploring the consequences of limited rationality, so-
cial preferences, and lack of self-control, he has shown 
how these human traits systematically affect individual 
decisions as well as market outcomes,” the jury’s state-
ment said.
“His empirical findings and theoretical insights have been 
instrumental in creating the new and rapidly expanding 
field of behavioural economics, which has had a profound 
impact on many areas of economic research and policy.”
Movie appearance
His work even earned him a glamorous foray into the 
movie business when he made a cameo appearance, 
alongside Christian Bale, Steve Carell and Ryan Gos-
ling, in the 2015 movie The Big Short about the credit 
and housing bubble collapse that led to the 2008 global 
financial crisis.
Mr. Thaler told the Nobel committee by teleconference he 
was “pleased” by the award.
“I no longer will have to call my colleague Eugene Fama 
‘Professor Fama’ on the golf course,” he joked, referring 
to his University of Chicago colleague who won the prize 
in 2013.
“I think the most important recognition is that economic 
agents are human, and economic models have to incor-
porate that,” he said.
The 72-year-old takes home the nine million kronor 
(€944,000, $1.1 million) prize sum, which he jokingly said 
he would “try to spend it as irrationally as possible.”
Mr. Thaler is a professor at the University of Chicago — a 
school popular with the Nobel economics committee.
One of the founders of behavioural finance, which stud-
ies how cognitive limitations influence financial markets, 
Mr. Thaler developed a model for explaining how people 
tend to focus on the narrow impact rather than the overall 
effect of each decision they make, which is called limited 
rationality.
Endowment effect
This includes the study of how people’s loathing of losses 
can explain why they value the same things more when 
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they own them as opposed to when they don’t, which is 
called the endowment effect.
Mr. Thaler has also shown that New Year’s resolutions 
can be hard to keep — no matter how much people wish 
to fulfil them.
Using a planner-doer model, he showed how short-term 
temptations disrupt people’s plans to save for their old 
age, rainy days or live a healthier lifestyle.
“In his applied work, Mr. Thaler demonstrated how nudg-
ing — a term he coined — may help people exercise bet-
ter self-control when saving for a pension, as well in other 
contexts,” the Nobel jury said.

ILO defends report on ‘modern slavery’
The International LabourOrganisation (ILO) has defend-
ed its recent report on “modern slavery” after the Union 
government questioned the authenticity of its estimates 
last week.
The ILO, which produced the report titled ‘Global Esti-
mates of Modern Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced 
Marriage 2017’ along with Australia-based Walk Free 
Foundation (WFF), said that it doesn’t focus on specific 
countries but provides a global picture.
“The estimates in the report do not focus on any one 
country but instead provide global and regional pictures 
of the situation,” an ILO spokesperson said in an e-mail 
to The Hindu .
Although country-wise figures were not mentioned in the 
2017 ILO-WFF report, the study showed that 40.3 million 
people were victims of ‘modern slavery’ in 2016.
“The ILO does not recommend using these estimates to 
generate national statistics; however the ILO encourages 
member-states to implement their own national surveys 
for which the ILO can provide tested tools and technical 
support upon request,” the ILO said.
Union Labour and Employment Secretary M. Sathiya-
vathy had written a letter to ILO Director General Guy 
Ryder on October 4 saying “neither the Central govern-
ment was consulted before the study nor its credibility 
has been established.”
“We would like to know the basis on which the data has 
been verified for credibility when apparently it has been 
neither verified with any official data source, including 
that of ILO nor any national governments have been con-
sulted regarding the survey methodology,” the letter said.
IB missive
The Labour and Employment Ministry’s rebuttal came fol-
lowing a missive from the Intelligence Bureau (IB) asking 
the government to counter multiple international organi-

sations on reports about slavery in India that can hurt 
India’s image and exports.
The Centre is exploring a rebuttal at an international level 
through consultations with the Ministry of External Affairs 
and other departments. The Labour and Employment 
Ministry is also planning to conduct its own surveys on 
bonded labour in a bid to counter various estimates by 
private agencies.

IMF lowers forecasts for India
Maurice Obstfeld, IMF Economic Counsellor and Direc-
tor of Research, said the upward revisions in both cases 
“were 0.1 percentage point above our previous forecasts”. 
He was speaking at a press conference at the beginning 
of the World Bank - IMF annual meetings. Mr Jaitley is 
scheduled to attend the meetings from Thursday.
“Among emerging market and developing economies, 
higher domestic demand in China and continued re-
covery in key emerging market economies supported 
growth in the first half of 2017. In India, growth momen-
tum slowed, reflecting the lingering impact of the authori-
ties’ currency exchange initiative as well as uncertainty 
related to the mid-year introduction of the country-wide 
Goods and Services Tax,” the report said.
Growth performance
The IMF has meanwhile revised upwards, India’s growth 
performance for 2016 in its latest calculations, owing to 
strong government spending and “data revisions in In-
dia,” which is now 7.1% as opposed to 6.8% in April.
At an event organised by the Confederation of Indian In-
dustry (CII) and the U.S.-India Business Council (USIBC), 
Mr Jaitley said: “Many attempts have been made by polit-
ical groups to derail the GST, but I am glad that their own 
State governments are not listening to them because 
they know 80% of the money is going to come to them.”

Coal India signs wage pact with workers’ 
unions
State-owned Coal India    said it had signed a wage 
agreement with workers’ unions for a period of five years 
which would have an estimated impact of Rs. 5,667 crore 
annually to the miner.
The “Memorandum of Agreement for National Coal Wage 
Agreement-X has been signed on October 10 for a period 
of five years from July 1, 2016 to June 30, 2021,” Coal 
India said in a BSE filing.
“This agreement will impact 2.98 lakh coal workers and 
the total estimated average annual impact would be Rs. 
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5,667 crore,” the filing said.
S.Q. Zama, the secretary general of Indian National Mine 
Workers Federation told PTI, of the five central unions in 
the coal industry, only three — AITUC, CITU and BMS — 
signed the wage pact.
The central trade unions at the coal PSU had been de-
manding a 25% increase in gross wages as on June 30, 
2016, plus 4% as perquisites.
D.D. Ramanandan, general secretary of CITU-affiliated 
All India Coal Workers Federation, had earlier said that 
the unions had settled for a 20% minimum guaranteed 
benefit as the management was earlier not contributing to 
the medical scheme, but had now agreed to provide Rs. 
18,000 per person. “We have reached an understanding 
with the Coal India management for 20% minimum guar-
anteed benefit,” he had said.

Council acts to ease cascading tax impact on 
petro products
The Centre    said that the GST Council had at its meet-
ing on October 6 taken decisions to reduce the cascad-
ing effect of excluding petrol, diesel, ATF, natural gas and 
crude oil from the purview of GST.
The decisions include cutting the rate on ancillary ser-
vices such as transport of natural gas through a pipeline, 
and import of rigs.
‘Incentivise E&P’
“To reduce the cascading of taxes arising on account of 
non-inclusion of petrol, diesel, ATF, natural gas and crude 
oil in GST and to incentivise investments in the E&P (ex-
ploration and production) sector and downstream sector, 
the GST Council in its 22nd meeting held on October 6, 
2017, has made… recommendations for GST rate struc-
ture for specified goods and services,” the Finance Min-
istry said in a release. Offshore works contract services 
and associated services relating to oil and gas explora-
tion and production in offshore areas beyond 12 nautical 
miles would be taxed at 12%, according to the release. 
The transportation of natural gas through pipelines would 
attract GST of 5% without input tax credits (ITC), or 12% 
with full ITC.
“Import of rigs and ancillary goods imported under lease 
will be exempted from IGST, subject to payment of ap-
propriate IGST on the supply/import of such lease service 
and fulfilment of other specified conditions,” the release 
added. GST on bunker fuel has also been reduced to 5%, 
both for foreign going vessels and coastal vessels.
“The much anticipated issues in the oil and gas sector, 
because of exclusion of petrol, diesel, crude, natural gas 

and ATF, have started surfacing,” said Abhishek Jain, 
Tax Partner, EY India. “The exclusion of these products 
from GST increases the cost of these products as input 
GST not being creditable against sale of these products 
adds to the cost of these products. Further, excise duty/
VAT payable on sale of these products is not available 
as credit to industries buying these products. Thus, it is 
a double hit.”

‘GST to hit aviation sector by Rs. 5,700 cr. a 
year’
The aviation industry will take a annual hit of Rs. 5,700 
crore following the implementation of the Goods and Ser-
vices Tax (GST), domestic airlines told the Finance Min-
istry recently.
The Federation of Indian Airlines (FIA), which represents 
IndiGo, SpiceJet, Jet Airways and GoAir, made a presen-
tation before top Finance Ministry officials on September 
27 on behalf of the entire airline industry, saying guideline 
principles of the new indirect system — revenue neutral-
ity and equity — have been violated by the GST.
“The airline industry will be hit by Rs. 5,700 crore per an-
num and the GST will make the flourishing sector sick. 
The Indian carriers will become globally uncompetitive as 
it will give huge benefit to competing airlines, especially 
from the Gulf,” the airlines said in their submission to the 
Finance Ministry.
The airlines further said that the GST, in the current form, 
was against the objective of “affordability and sustainabil-
ity” stated in the National Civil Aviation Policy 2016 and 
regional connectivity scheme UDAN released last year.
Submit proposals
The airlines submitted a slew of recommendations to the 
Finance Ministry for the “survival of airlines,” an airline 
executive said. The airlines have demanded that the In-
tegrated Goods and Services Tax (IGST) be not charge-
able on re-import of repaired aircraft engine and parts, 
inter-state transfer of goods for captive consumption and 
import of serviceable parts under service exchange pro-
gramme.
Under GST, 18% tax is charged on re-import of aircraft 
spare parts which were earlier exempted from import 
duty and service tax. “The GST paid on repairs carried 
out in India is creditable but not if it takes place abroad. 
With no engine repair shop in India, it is imperative to 
send the spares abroad. This will cost Rs. 2,000 crore 
per annum to the industry,” said another airline executive.
Transfer of spares
Airlines told the Ministry that another area of concern was 
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GST applicable on transfer of aircraft spares, which are 
kept in central stores, between States on a daily basis. 
“This move will threaten the survival of airlines and will 
impact us by Rs. 3,000 crore a year as no input tax cred-
it is available. We demanded GST exemption on stock 
transfer for captive consumption,” the executive said. 
The high rate of IGST on import of purchased aircraft 
parts was another issue flagged by the airlines that might 
lead to an impact of Rs. 350 crore every year, the FIA told 
the Ministry.
Aircraft seats and parts and battery are taxed at 28% and 
nut bolts, aircraft engine and motor is charged at 18% 
whereas landing gear and propellers are taxed at 5% un-
der GST.
“Tax should not be charged on import of purchased air-
craft parts by airlines or it may be charged at 5%,” the 
airlines demanded. The import of serviceable parts un-
der service agreements for repair, pooling and exchange 
of aircraft parts signed by airlines globally is taxed up to 
28% under GST and will cost Rs. 350 crore a year, the 
executive added.

World Bank cautions against protectionism
After years of disappointing growth, the global economy 
has begun to accelerate, World Bank President Jim Yong 
Kim said    , cautioning that a rise in protectionism and 
policy uncertainty could derail this fragile recovery.
Weak investment
Addressing a press conference at the start of annual 
meetings of the International Monetary Fund and World 
Bank here, Mr. Kim said that though trade is picking up, 
investment remains weak.
“Overall, we are seeing growth rise in most developing 
and advanced economies — which is why countries need 
to make critical investments now. This is the time to im-
plement the reforms that are going to insulate against po-
tential downturns in the future,” the World Bank chief told 
reporters.
He expressed concern that risks such as rise in protec-
tionism, policy uncertainty or possible financial market 
turbulence could derail this fragile recovery.
Building resilience
He said countries need to build resilience against the 
overlapping challenges the world faces today, including 
the effects of climate change, natural disasters, conflict, 
forced displacement, famine and disease.

Buoyant exports help shrink trade deficit to 

7-month low
Goods trade deficit in September narrowed to a seven-
month low of $8.98 billion with exports, that surged by 
25.7% to $28.6 billion, outpacing imports that rose 18.1% 
to $37.6 billion, according to government data released 
by the Commerce Ministry    .
Positive trend
The growth in goods exports registered in September 
was in continuation with the trend of positive growth ex-
hibited by shipments for the last 13 months.
“Braving the teething troubles of the Goods and Services 
Tax (GST) roll-out, if India has achieved such an impres-
sive export growth in September, 2017, it shows a clear 
positive turnaround in the global economic environment,” 
T. S. Bhasin, chairman, EEPC India, the apex body for 
engineering exporters, said in a statement.
The Commerce Ministry said all the top 10 commodity 
groups of exports had shown positive growth in Sep-
tember 2017 over the year earlier period — comprising 
82.14% share of total exports.
Mr. Bhasin said engineering sector had been among the 
brightest spots with demand for the entire metal pack 
picking up along with industrial goods.
“Once the GST hurdles are behind us, exports would lead 
the India growth story again,” he added.
Non-petroleum and non-gems and jewellery exports in 
September 2017 jumped 28.65% to $20.2 billion.
Concerns about jobs
However, G. K. Gupta, president, Federation of Indian 
Export Organisations (FIEO), said in a statement that 
“some of the major labour-intensive sectors like handi-
craft, fruits and vegetables, meat, dairy and poultry prod-
ucts and iron-ore have posted negative growth.
“The decline in these highly employment-intensive sec-
tors is a worrisome sign,” Mr. Gupta added.

India plans a riposte to slavery report
After sending a rebuttal to the International LabourOr-
ganisation (ILO) challenging India’s ranking in a global 
slavery report, India will build pressure on the global body 
to distance itself from the Australia-based NGO-Walk 
Free Foundation.
It was the WFF, founded by Australia’s mining mogul 
Andrew “Twiggy” Forrest, that had compiled the report. 
Indian security agencies informed the Prime Minister’s 
Office (PMO) that though the methodology of sampling 
was not clear, the WFF’s entire focus was on India and 
had “enough potential to substantively harm India’s im-
age and kill its exports market”.
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The PMO was warned that there was “evidence of rising 
interest of private and multilateral institutions in highlight-
ing human trafficking and forced labour as modern-day 
slavery, with India being the largest hub of slaves”.
Point-wise rejoinder
The Centre has tasked the V.V. Giri National Labour In-
stitute, an autonomous body under the Labour and Em-
ployment Ministry, to prepare a point-wise rejoinder to the 
‘modern slavery’ report.
“The entire thrust is to get WFF out of United Nations and 
ILO matters. The NGO published its first report in 2013 
and the methodology adopted by them is opaque,” said a 
senior government official.
Asked about the methodology adopted by the WFF in 
conducting the survey in India, its spokesperson Martina 
Ucnikova in an e-mail response shared the web link of 
the methodology made public recently.
“While not without gaps and limitations, the Global Esti-
mates of Modern Slavery provide the international com-
munity with the best available data and information that 
exists about the scale and distribution of modern slavery 
today,” the methodology paper said.
As per the report, the highest number of people, 17,000, 
were surveyed in India and it was placed in a cluster of 
53 countries like Honduras, Belize, Iraq, Pakistan and 
China.
Elaborating on “debt bondage,” the report cited an inter-
view from an unidentified person, which said, “For exam-
ple, a 30-year-old male victim of forced labour in India 
described the situation he and his wife faced as having 
‘…become a curse on both of us. We had threats against 
our family and we also got the threat that we would be 
evicted from our house and the village. There were also 
threats of violence’.”
‘Not recognised’
The Labour Ministry shot off a strong letter to the ILO 
regarding its report titled ‘Global Estimates of Modern 
Slavery: Forced Labour and Forced Marriage 2017,’ The 
report released on September 19 did not contain any 
India-specific findings, barring one mention that 17,000 
people were interviewed for the survey.
An official said it did not recognise the WFF’s work in the 
area of labour study.
“We note that the ILO report uses data primarily from in-
dependent surveys conducted by WFF, a private organi-
sation. We would like to know why the ILO tied up with 
WFF to produce a report on ‘modern slavery’ – a term 
ILO hasn’t so far defined in its own conventions,” said a 
senior Labour and Employment Ministry official.

Another official said the ILO had defined ‘forced labour’ 
and ‘bonded labour’ and the Indian laws were aligned 
with the ILO’s conventions.
“The ILO, without following any protocol, endorsed WFF’s 
survey,” the official said.
ILO Director-General Guy Ryder didn’t respond to an e-
mail questionnaire despite repeated reminders.
The ILO, without following any protocol, endorsed WFF’s 
survey
Senior Official
Labour Ministry

Cyclical sector rally banks on global 
economic expansion
U.S. stock sectors that are particularly dependent on 
economic growth recently grabbed hold of the markets 
rally and are poised to keep the reins should further signs 
of global expansion emerge.
Such sectors, including energy, industrials and financials, 
beat the S&P 500’s 1.9% gain in September. Those sec-
tors had previously lagged behind the benchmark S&P, 
which has climbed 14% this year while feasting on a 
steady diet of record highs. Instead, shares of technology 
and healthcare companies, whose profits are more im-
pervious to economic down cycles, have led 2017’s rally.
The question for equity investors is now: Was September 
just a catch-up period for the lagging, cyclical sectors, or 
can an economic lift support a sustained run?
An inflection point
“If it’s just a mean-reversion trade, then it’s probably go-
ing to last another few weeks and then we’re back to the 
old winners,” said Walter Todd, chief investment officer 
at Greenwood Capital Associates. “If it’s something more 
fundamental, it should be longer lasting than that.”
A test comes next week, as third-quarter corporate earn-
ings season kicks into high gear. Reports from industrial 
conglomerates General Electric and Honeywell Interna-
tional, railroads CSX Corp. and Kansas City Southern 
and steel company Nucor Corp. stand to yield insight into 
the economy’s health.
September’s stock action, which also included outsized 
gains for small-cap stocks, had echoes of the immediate 
aftermath of President Donald Trump’s election in No-
vember 2016.
Policy hopes
The same areas showed strength on hopes that a Re-
publican-led federal government would push through an 
agenda, including tax cuts and deregulation, that juices 
economic growth. Those trades faded as Mr. Trump 
struggled to rack up any significant legislative wins.
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Now, investors say, September’s stock rally for those 
groups again stemmed at least in part from policy hopes, 
as Mr. Trump revved up his tax-reform push.
“In many ways, we began to replicate the market perfor-
mance following Trump’s election,” said Quincy Krosby, 
chief market strategist at Prudential Financial.
But an improving economic picture in the U.S. and glob-
ally lends confidence for the cyclical sector rally. The 
Citi economic surprise index for the U.S., a measure of 
economic data that can come in weaker or stronger than 
forecast, is around a five-month high, with the barometer 
trending higher since hitting multi-year lows this summer.
The International Monetary Fund has upgraded its global 
economic growth forecast for 2017 by 0.1 percentage 
point to 3.6%, and to 3.7% for 2018, from its April and 
July outlook, driven by a pick-up in trade, investment, and 
consumer confidence. The U.S. Commerce Department 
last month revised its estimate for second-quarter gross 
domestic product growth to 3.1%, up from 3%.
Sea freight data
“We’ve just had better data,” said Jim Paulsen, chief 
investment strategist at The Leuthold Group, who also 
points to indicators such as firming industrial commodity 
and oil prices and a rise in the Baltic Exchange’s main 
sea freight index.
“Those things are all kind of reflecting a realism of eco-
nomic momentum, not just a one-off, Trump pie-in-the-
sky expectation about policy change,” Mr. Paulsen said.
Bets seemed to build on the cyclical sectors in the first 
week, which saw flows into the largest sector exchange-
traded funds for financials, industrials and energy, and 
outflows for technology and healthcare, according to Lip-
per data.

‘Indian economy on very solid track in the 
medium term’
IMF chief Christine Lagarde said the Indian economy was 
on a “very solid track” in the medium term, days after the 
International Monetary Fund lowered its growth forecast 
for the current and the next year.
Short-term slowdown
Describing the two major recent reforms — demonetisa-
tion and Goods and Services Tax (GST) — as a monu-
mental effort, she said it was hardly surprising that there 
“is a little bit of a short-term slowdown” as a result.
The IMF last week lowered India’s growth projection to 
6.7% in 2017, 0.5 percentage points less than its previ-
ous two forecasts in April and July, attributing it to demon-
etisation and introduction of the GST.

It also lowered the country’s growth for 2018 to 7.4%, 0.3 
percentage points less than its previous two projections 
in July and April. India’s growth rate in 2016 was 7.1%, 
which saw an upward revision of 0.3 percentage points 
from its April report.
“Turning to India... we have slightly downgraded India; 
but we believe that India is, for the medium- and long-
term, on a growth track that is much more solid as a re-
sult of the structural reforms that have been conducted in 
the last couple of years,” the IMF managing director said.
“But for the medium term, we see a very solid track ahead 
for the Indian economy,” Ms. Lagarde said.
“We very much hope that the combination of fiscal [defi-
cit] — because the deficit has been reduced and inflation 
has been down significantly — and the structural reforms 
will actually deliver the jobs that the Indian population, 
particularly the young Indian people, expect in the fu-
ture,” she added.

Money-go-round is neat way to fix Indian 
banks
India is eyeing a circular solution to fix its banking mess. 
New Delhi might revive so-called “recapitalisation bonds”, 
which it used back in the 1990s. This makes sense given 
that banks are flush with deposits after Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s ban on big banknotes.
New Delhi will recapitalise its banks in the next few 
months, senior finance ministry official Sanjeev Sanyal 
said last week. He added that options included a mix of 
reducing the government’s stakes to 52%, a direct cash 
injection, and recapitalisation bonds.
Local banks need as much as $65 billion by 2019 to meet 
Basel III standards, Fitch Ratings reckons. With valua-
tions below book value for most state banks, the govern-
ment could raise barely $6 billion by reducing its stake in 
around 20 lenders. Nor does New Delhi have much cash 
to deploy in direct injections, since it is already stretched 
to meet a 3.2% fiscal-deficit target.
So, recapitalisation bonds could make a serious come-
back.
Here the government borrows from the banks by issuing 
the bonds, and then uses the proceeds to bail the lend-
ers out. This looks attractive because banks are flush 
with deposits, giving them firepower to lend, but credit 
demand is weak. Bank of Baroda grew deposits almost 
5% over the year to end March but saw a decline in ad-
vances. Over time, New Delhi can potentially settle the 
debt by selling the bank equity it acquires using the bond 
proceeds.



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 38
  News and Events of Oct. 2017

Vo
l. 

38
 O

ct
.  

20
17

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

Fiscal deficit impact
Neelkanth Mishra, equity strategist at Credit Suisse, says 
under some accounting standards this fix would not add 
to the fiscal deficit — though it would do under India’s cur-
rent norms. Perhaps those might be changed.
Credit-rating agencies might not be impressed either, 
since this would add to the government’s overall debt 
burden, but the only obvious alternative, privatisation, is 
not on the table.
The details will matter. A 2003 IMF study of more than 
40 bond issues for recapitalisation by countries including 
Algeria, Croatia, Indonesia, and Tanzania found such in-
struments are most effective when they are tradable and 
pay high enough coupons that banks can still fund loan 
growth. On the right terms, this money-go-round could 
get India’s key financial institutions moving again.
(The author is a Reuters Breakingviews columnist. Views 
are personal)

NITI’s Kumar bats for fiscal stimulus
NITI Aayog Vice Chairman Rajiv Kumar has pitched for 
fiscal stimulus to boost growth, with a rider that additional 
expenditure should be used only for increasing productiv-
ity and capital expenditure.
Faced with slowing economic growth, the industry has 
been clamouring for a stimulus package from the govern-
ment. “I do see a case for stimulus,” Mr. Kumar told PTI in 
an interview. He added, however, that additional expendi-
ture should be used judiciously. Mr. Kumar’s comments 
come a day after Finance Minister Arun Jaitley saying 
that he had not promised any fiscal stimulus, but would 
respond to the emerging situation.
Mr. Jaitley’s remarks followed increased speculation over 
a possible fiscal stimulus that can go above Rs 40,000 
crore after six successive quarters of dip in the economic 
growth, which slid to 3—year low of 5.7 per cent in the 
April—June quarter.
The finance ministry has pegged the fiscal deficit target 
for 2017-18 at 3.2% of the GDP and at 3% for the fol-
lowing year. Any fiscal stimulus to boost sagging growth 
would push up fiscal deficit.
‘More roads, airports’
Various experts have argued against fiscal stimulus as 
it would jeopardise the fiscal consolidation programme.
On apprehensions about the stimulus, Mr. Kumar said: 
“It depends on how you increase government spending. 
If you... throw money away and give doles then, yes, of 
course it will give [the] wrong signal. But if you are doing 
that by increasing productivity and capital investment by 
making, for example, more roads, more airports, more 

railways, nobody can argue that this will give a bad sig-
nal.”
Mr. Kumar further noted that the only issue, then, was 
whether stimulus could be productively absorbed. “Stim-
ulus money should be used on increasing investment, 
increasing demand and improving physical and rural in-
frastructure.”
The newly constituted Economic Advisory Council to the 
Prime Minister wants the government to stick to its fis-
cal consolidation road map and has suggested that stim-
ulus to the industry should not be at the cost of fiscal 
prudence. The RBI had cautioned the Centre against a 
stimulus package to revive sagging growth, arguing that 
breaching the fiscal deficit target will fire up inflation and 
hurt long-term macroeconomic stability.
As at August end, the government has already run up 
96.1% of its fiscal deficit targets for the year 2017—18 
as it has advanced spending on core infra sectors like 
roads, ports and railways.
Brokerage firm Nomura has warned that the present 
macro problems are due to higher spending, not a lack 
of that. It has also argued that they are not due to low 
revenue receipts either, hence a pump priming may be 
counterproductive this time around.

India rejects WTO push for new global 
e-commerce rules
India has rejected fresh efforts by a clutch of countries led 
by the European Union (EU), Japan, Canada and Aus-
tralia to negotiate new global e-commerce rules under 
the aegis of the World Trade Organization (WTO).
During an informal meeting at the WTO  , the EU, Canada, 
Australia, Chile, Korea, Norway and Paraguay, among 
other countries, circulated a restricted draft ministerial 
decision to establish “a working party” at the upcoming 
WTO ministerial meeting in Buenos Aires and authorizing 
it to “conduct preparations for and carry out negotiations 
on trade-related aspects of electronic commerce on the 
basis of proposal by Members”.
India fears that new rules could provide unfair market 
access to foreign companies, hurting the rapidly grow-
ing domestic e-commerce platforms. A key demand by 
the developed countries is to make permanent the cur-
rent ban on customs duties on global electronic transac-
tions—they were suspended in 1998.
Presumably playing on India’s mind is the previous WTO 
deal on the Information Technology Agreement, under 
which it agreed to abolish tariffs on hardware, squeezing 
the domestic electronics manufacturing industry.
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Responding to the latest proposals by the developed 
countries, India asked the sponsors to stick to the ex-
isting mandate set out in the 1998 electronic commerce 
work programme.
“According to us (India), negotiations on rules and disci-
plines in e-commerce would be highly premature at this 
stage and like a leap in the dark, especially given the 
highly asymmetrical nature of the existing e-commerce 
space,” India’s trade envoy J.S. Deepak said during the 
meeting, according to a person who asked not to be iden-
tified.
The one-page draft proposal circulated by the developed 
countries and reviewed by Mint, says, “The Working Par-
ty shall establish its own procedures and shall report pe-
riodically to the General Council”.
Prior to the latest proposal from the EU and other mem-
bers, Japan and Russia also circulated their respective 
submissions seeking to establish a “working group”.
Japan claimed that all “existing WTO Agreements ap-
ply to electronic commerce”. According to it, even issues 
such as the free flow of data located on computer servers 
without data localization requirements, permanent mora-
torium on customs duties, non-disclosure of source code 
and prohibition of forced technology transfer will come 
under the purview of future negotiations as and when 
they are launched.
Several issues raised by the US overlap with the argu-
ments posed by Japan. However,  , the US refrained from 
joining the debate.
Deepak said that India wants to continue with the current 
work programme of 1998 because it remains “exploratory 
and non-negotiating”.
More importantly, India has linked the extension of mora-
torium on e-commerce transactions till 2019 to “a similar 
renewal of moratorium on TRIPS non-violation and situa-
tion complaints”. TRIPS is an agreement on trade-related 
aspects of intellectual property rights.
A large majority of developing countries supported In-
dia’s stand. The African Group of more than 50 countries, 
while rejecting any new institutional arrangement, said 
that it was willing to “agree to continue the exploration of 
issues under the 1998 Work Programme”.
Rwanda, which spoke on behalf of the African Group, 
said the proponents for e-commerce negotiations made 
a flawed case by “advocating for new multilateral rules 
on new issues such as e-commerce”. By suggesting a 
“false narrative”, the sponsors seem determined at “kick-
ing away the development ladder” as set out in the Doha 
Development Agenda. “The multilateral rules as they are, 
are constraining our domestic policy space and ability 

to industrialize,” Rwanda argued. “In our view, the Work 
Programme has not been tested to warrant a change in 
its structure.”

What went wrong with the Indian economy?

 
The Indian economy started going downhill from the June 
2016 quarter, but reared its head only a year later. Graph-
ic: Mint
The Indian economy started going downhill from the June 
2016 quarter, as chart 1 shows. What are the reasons? It 
wasn’t because of low investment—investment as a pro-
portion of gross domestic product (GDP) has been falling 
since 2011-12. It wasn’t sluggish exports—export growth 
has either been negative or in the low single digits since 
2012-13. Agriculture had suffered two consecutive years 
of drought in 2014 and 2015, so things could only improve 
there. The question, then, becomes not just what caused 
the slowdown, but how the Indian economy did well in 
2014-15 and 2015-16 in spite of back-to-back droughts, 
the drying up of investment demand, weak exports and 
the mess in the banking sector.
Is there something in the economy that changed dras-
tically during the period? Yes—oil prices. The price of 
Brent crude fell from $114 per barrel in mid-June 2014 
to $54 by the end of March 2015. It then fell further to 
$39 by the end of March 2016. That led to a dramatic 
improvement in India’s terms of trade. In March 2016, in 
its annual consultation on the Indian economy, the Inter-
national Monetary Fund (IMF) said, “Since late 2014, a 
halving of global oil prices has boosted economic activ-
ity in India and underpinned a further improvement in its 
current account and fiscal positions, and engendered a 
sharp decline in inflation”. In February 2017, IMF reiter-
ated, “Supported by a large and durable terms of trade 
gain, and more recently by a favourable agricultural crop 
outlook (supported by normal monsoon rainfall) and de-
cennial civil servant wage revisions, private consumption 
remains the driving force of the Indian growth recovery”.
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Why, then, did growth start to falter last year? Simply put, 
it was the tapering off of the windfall gains. According to 
IMF computations, the terms-of-trade gains were as high 
as 3.4% of GDP in 2015-16, but they fell to 0.6% of GDP 
in 2016-17. That was what led to growth coming down in 
the first half of 2016-17.
What about the second half? If we strip out net exports 
(exports minus imports) from the GDP data, we get an 
idea of how the domestic economy is doing. The num-
bers show growth in the domestic economy slowing in 
the first half of 2016-17, but perking up a bit in the latter 
half despite demonetisation and then soaring in the June 
2017 quarter, despite the goods and services tax, or GST 
(see chart 2). That means domestic consumption wasn’t 
badly affected by demonetisation, because higher gov-
ernment consumption and a turnaround in agricultural 
production offset its effect.
 

But if the Indian economy held up despite demoneti-
sation, it means the slowdown from the second half of 
2016-17 lies in the external sector. That is seen from the 
sudden leap in import growth from the December 2016 
quarter. Chart 3 shows the jump in imports.
 

If the imports are due to disruption of supply chains in 
the country affecting domestic businesses on account of 
demonetisation and GST, then imports of manufactured 
goods should have gone up. Which manufactured goods 

have seen the most imports? In the December 2016 quar-
ter, the rise in imports is explained by increased imports 
of three categories—aircraft and parts, the ‘ship, boat and 
floating structures’ group and pearls and precious stones. 
They account for practically all the increase in imports. 
Similarly, in the March 2017 quarter, it is three categories 
that count—pearls and precious stones, telecom instru-
ments and electronic components. This doesn’t seem to 
have much to do with problems in supply chains caused 
by demonetization.
It’s only in the June 2017 quarter that the increase in im-
ports gets more diversified. A quarter of the rise in im-
ports in the June quarter is broad-based and could be 
the result of the disruption caused by the run-up to the 
introduction of GST. Chart 4 gives the details.
 

So what is the diagnosis? First, the slowdown began in 
the June 2016 quarter, as the oil bonanza tapered off. 
The slowdown was broad-based. Growth in the ‘finan-
cial services, real estate and business services’ segment 
has, in fact, been slowing down since the December 2015 
quarter, due to the woes of the banking sector.
Second, demonetisation took its toll in the second half 
of 2016-17 and the sector that was hurt the most, un-
surprisingly, was ‘financial services, real estate and busi-
ness services’. But its impact was offset by government 
spending and good monsoons.
Third, the June 2017 quarter saw a recovery in the ser-
vices sector, which pushed up domestic growth, but the 
strong growth in domestic trade could be a one-off as 
businesses pushed sales prior to GST. Rising imports 
and slowing exports hurt overall economic growth in this 
quarter. The manufacturing sector was badly hit as the 
result of GST.
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In short, the economy has been weak for many years, 
with low investment and sluggish exports. The plunge in 
oil prices was a bonanza which accounted for a large part 
of the improvement in growth in 2014-15 and 2015-16. In 
2016-17 and the first quarter of 2017-18, as the windfall 
gain from the drop in oil prices tapered off, it could no 
longer paper over the underlying problems in the rest of 
the economy; the disruption caused by demonetisation 
and GST aggravated the downturn.
Manas Chakravarty looks at trends and issues in the fi-
nancial markets. Respond to this column at manas.c@
livemint.com.

‘Centre taking steps to formalise gold trade’
The Centre is taking steps for greater formalisation of the 
gold trade with an eye on the future, Finance Minister 
Arun Jaitley said.
Unveiling the country’s first commodity options trading 
in the precious metal on the Multi Commodity Exchange 
(MCX), on Dhanteras   , Mr. Jaitley said, “This marks a 
very important evolution in the trading of the yellow met-
al itself. It [options] hedges all risks for those dealing in 
gold.”
Given that Indians were big buyers of gold, Mr. Jaitley 
said he expected the new product would be extremely 
successful, adding that it would, with appropriate policy 
measures, help formalise the gold trade.
Consumers to benefit
“The more it formalises, the better it is for consumers, 
jewellers and traders,” he said. “That is in consonance 
with the business environment for the future that we see.” 
he added.
“The European-styled gold options are hedger-friendly 
and physically settled, which means on exercise at expi-
ration, the options position develops into corresponding 
underlying MCX one kilogram gold futures position at the 
strike price of the exercised options,” the MCX said in a 
statement. “Gold option contract, with gold (1 kg) futures 
as underlying, expiring on November 28, 2017, and Jan-
uary 29, 2018, are made available for trading from today,” 
the exchange said.
The “options give buyers the right to buy or sell the un-
derlying asset but no obligation, at a specified price at 
the expiry. Thus, for buyers, the risk is limited only to the 
premium paid to the option seller (that is, option writer),” 
the MCX explained.
“By hedging risk of rise in gold prices using ‘Gold Call 
Options Contract,’ a jeweller would not only be protected 
against price rise, but also would benefit from fall in gold 
prices... (Similarly)..by hedging risk of fall in gold prices 

using a ‘Gold Put Options Contract’, a jeweller would not 
only be protected against price fall, but would benefit 
from rise in gold prices, ” it added.
Gold is the first product for options trading that SEBI had 
permitted after modern commodity derivatives trading 
started 14 years ago.
The Finance Ministry had set up a committee for sug-
gesting measures to transform India’s gold market, said 
MCX Chairman Saurabh Chandra.
“There has been a very conscious effort by the govern-
ment and SEBI to develop and integrate commodity mar-
kets in a phased manner... The introduction of options 
gives a strong impetus towards systematic development 
and transformation of commodity derivatives market in 
India, ushering in a new era in price risk management in 
response to stakeholder expectations,” he said.
To further strengthen the market, a panel had been con-
stituted in NITI Aayog to integrate spot and derivative 
markets, he added.
Describing the gold option as “an extremely low-cost 
product,” MCX managing director and CEO Mrugank-
Paranjape said, “As an introductory measure, we are not 
charging any transaction fee on this product till Decem-
ber.”
From the MCX’s point of view, that time period would be 
good enough to develop the market, he added.
Mr. Paranjape also said the exchange was likely to seek 
SEBI’s nod for options trading in other commodities as 
well, including silver, copper, crude palm oil, zinc and cot-
ton.
“As per the SEBI rule, options trade is allowed in a com-
modity which has certain volumes in futures trade. We 
have 7-8 commodities like cotton, CPO, crude, silver, 
zinc and copper which qualify... After 3-6 months, we will 
decide,” Mr. Paranjape added.

‘Equity is the best asset class for wealth 
creation in the long term’
In the current market scenario, expectations from equi-
ties need to be moderated, though stocks remain the 
most attractive asset class over a longer time frame, Ve-
triSubramaniam , group president and head-equity, UTI 
Mutual Fund, said in an interview. Excerpts:
We are seeing that a lot of liquidity is driving 
the markets. There is a view that fundamen-
tally, not much has changed. In such a sce-
nario, how can mutual fund investors expect 
the fund manager to outperform the market?
There are two separate issues embedded in the ques-
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tion. The first regards the performance of equity as an 
asset class and second is the value that can be added by 
active fund management. In India so far, the good news 
is that active management industry is adding value. What 
we have seen in the other parts of the world is that as 
the markets get more institutionalisedie more ownership 
lies with the institutions; the ability to create alpha tends 
to reduce. I think passive management will grow in the 
years ahead and gain market share but the absolute eq-
uity asset class allocation will also rise substantially. As 
regards returns from the asset class given current varia-
tions, return expectations should be moderated.
Would it be right to say that equity is safe in-
vestment if one invests properly over a longer 
period of time?
Safe is a very strong word. But, we have certainly come 
a long way from when people saw equity [as] a purely 
speculative, volatile asset class, almost a form of legal-
ised gambling. Equity remains the best asset class for 
wealth creation over the long term. The risks inherent in 
equity can be mitigated by diversification and not carrying 
too much business or company-specific risks. And if you 
keep a long-term horizon, then the risk posed by volatility 
can also be managed.
Systematic investment plans have been a game changer 
for MFs. The note ban also catalysed this.
Yes, because liquidity was ample and many individuals 
were looking for investment opportunities. But I would 
say the rise of SIPs started much before that and we 
must not ignore the role investor education had played in 
raising awareness.
There are close to 50 fund houses in India and 
some of them have adopted a focussed ap-
proach in the kind of funds that they manage. 
Others offer all kinds of funds under one roof. 
Which is a better approach?
I think it is a strategy choice or in some cases even an 
ideological choice. It is also a function of history and lega-
cy. UTI’s history and legacy is such that it does not make 
sense for us to choose only one niche as we have large 
number of investors with differing needs. Also we have 
a large investment team that can manage varied strate-
gies. It also fits into our larger business strategy and the 
expectations that investors have from UTI.
Given UTI’s legacy, if you feel that a diverse 
set of schemes is not working, how easy will 
it be for you to change?
We have positioned our schemes distinctly. The invest-
ment research and portfolio management process at UTI 

supports fund managers across these different strate-
gies or schemes. The fund manager operates within the 
flexibility provided by the mandate of the scheme in a 
disciplined process. This positioning is articulated by our 
sales and marketing teams to advisers and investors. 
That said, we continuously review the appropriateness of 
schemes and have, over the years, made changes keep-
ing in mind the best interests of the investors.
Did this strategy force you to merge a few 
schemes of yours or market a particular 
scheme more than the rest?
We had to change some of the benchmarks of some 
of the schemes and then align those with the right fund 
managers so that there is a very clear style grid. Hope-
fully, over a period of time, we’ll see the benefit of this 
discipline.
As a fund manager, what would you prefer? 
More focus or diversity?
If I’m the fund manager, I am only concerned with my 
funds. However, as the head of the team, I would know 
who the batsman is, who the bowler and who the wicket 
keeper in the team is. If everyone is doing everything, 
then it becomes a mess. My job is to position people in 
the right place to do what he or she is best at.
Taking note of concerns around the high number of 
schemes, SEBI has issued a circular laying down broad 
categories and sub-groups of funds.
We are evaluating the implications of the circular. This 
will be presented to our trustees. We will do as required, 
keeping in mind the best interests of investors.
Passive management will grow, in time, and gain market 
share

Regulation 3.0—Indian Mutual Funds
 

Photo: iStock
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Sebi allows multilateral entities to issue 
securities in IFSC
The Securities and Exchange Board of India’s (Sebi) cir-
cular on mutual fund schemes’ categorization and ration-
alization was released on 6 October 2017. The eight-page 
circular comes at the end of many years of regulatory 
nudges. What is the problem that Sebi is attempting to 
solve? Four problems. One, in the absence of definitions 
from Sebi on what is a large-, mid- and small-cap cat-
egory, there has been confusion about what an investor 
is really buying. A large-cap fund could, therefore, have 
stocks that would be counted as mid-cap if a different 
definition was used for shortlisting a large-cap stock. Not 
just investors, but third-party analysts too found the lack 
of an industry standard difficult to deal with.
Sebi has now laid down the rules of what these three cat-
egories are. A large-cap fund can buy stocks of firms that 
sit in the bucket containing the top 100 stocks by market 
cap. A mid-cap fund can buy stocks from the bucket that 
has firms that fall between the 101st and 250th by market 
cap. A small-cap fund can buy stocks in firms that have a 
market cap from the 251st company onwards. The job of 
reconciling and putting out a list of these stocks twice a 
year has been given to the industry association, Associa-
tion of Mutual Funds in India (Amfi). This was a long over-
due basic hygiene step that will allow analysts and advis-
ers to put out research and advice that does not have to 
worry about what definition to use. If we are in a market 
that rests on disclosure, then it is the job of regulators to 
make disclosures meaningful. This is a step in the right 
direction to bring an industry standard in the Rs20 trillion 
mutual fund industry.
Two, over the years, clutter has built up in the mutual 
fund industry with too many similar schemes even within 
a fund house. Historical reasons such as harvesting the 
6% new fund offer charge that was allowed till 2006, had 
encouraged fund houses to launch similar schemes to 
harvest the charge. Merger of fund houses caused fund 
houses to have several similar schemes. Smart compli-
ance officers also managed to get schemes past Sebi 
that essentially were no different from existing schemes. 
Sebi is now defining the market better. It has put out five 
broad mutual fund groups: equity, debt, hybrid, solution-
oriented and others. Each group will have categories of 
schemes with asset allocation definitions. Each mutual 
fund will be allowed one scheme in each category. If a 
fund house has more than one scheme in a given cat-
egory, it will have to merge it with the other scheme or 
shut it down. As an investor, when you now look for a 

large-cap fund, you will see just one large-cap scheme 
from each fund house rather than four or five schemes in 
that category that some fund houses had. It makes com-
parison, choice and decision-making easier for investors, 
analysts and advisers.
Three, balanced funds were unbalanced with some fund 
houses stuffing theirs with far too much equity. When in-
vestors would compare returns across the balanced fund 
category, the funds with equity higher than 70% would 
look much better than true-to-label balanced funds. 
Sebi had stopped giving approval to new balanced fund 
schemes that did not stick to the 50:50 allocation in the 
recent past, while allowing older fund houses to run ex-
isting (un)balanced funds. Sebi has now split this cate-
gory into three. Conservative hybrid funds, known today 
as monthly income plans (MIPs), will have equity up to 
25% and the rest debt. Best for retired people seeking 
a monthly income, the name of the fund now does not 
mislead investors into thinking that the monthly income 
is assured. A balanced hybrid fund will have an equity al-
location of 40-60%. An aggressive hybrid fund (note that 
the name ‘balanced’ gets dropped here) can have an eq-
uity allocation of 65-80%.
Four, scheme names were misleading. For example, the 
MIP, which gave the impression of giving a guaranteed 
return, will now be called a conservative hybrid fund. The 
credit opportunities fund will now be called credit risk 
fund. The category was launched by fund houses to of-
fer corporate bonds with less than triple A rating—higher 
risk bonds in the bag meant possibility of higher returns. 
For investors who can take the risk of lower-grade paper, 
this is a great category, but the name seemed to indicate 
only the upside and not the risk. Debt as an asset class 
is just beginning to be understood by retail investors. It is 
the duty of the regulator to ensure that investors do not 
misunderstand the product and take on higher risk than 
they should because of smart nomenclature.
There will now be 36 categories of mutual fund schemes 
and as my colleague Kayezad E. Adajania pointed out in 
this piece, there are too many debt fund categories. But 
it is good that Sebi has taken the next step to stream-
line the Indian mutual fund industry further. Ten years of 
heightened regulatory action is resulting in equity flows 
coming into the industry in an orderly and stable manner. 
This next piece of reform should get the industry ready 
for future growth as investors get a better handle on what 
they are buying.
Disclosure: the author serves on Sebi’s Mutual Fund Ad-
visory Committee and was a member of the sub-commit-
tee formed to construct the contours of the rationalisation 
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of schemes.
Monika Halan works in the area of consumer protection 
in finance. She is consulting editor Mint and on the board 

of FPSB India. 

Govt permits banks to sell more small 
savings schemes like NSCs, MIS
 
Until now, most of the small savings schemes were sold 
through post offices. Photo: Mint
New Delhi: In order to encourage savings, the govern-
ment has allowed banks, including top three private sec-
tor lenders, to accept deposits under various small sav-
ings schemes like National Savings Certificate (NSC), 
Recurring Deposits and Monthly Income Scheme (MIS). 
Until now, most of the small savings schemes were sold 
through post offices.
According to a recent government notification, banks can 
also sell National Savings Time Deposit Scheme 1981, 
National Savings (Monthly Income Account) Scheme 
1987, National Savings Recurring Deposit Scheme 1981 
and NSC VIII issue.
As per the notification, all public sector banks and top 
three in the private sector — ICICI Bank, HDFC Bank and 
Axis Bank — to receive subscription from the expanded 
portfolios. So far, these banks were allowed to receive 
subscription under Public Provident Fund, KisanVikas 
Patra-2014, SukanyaSamriddhi Account, Senior Citizen 
Savings Scheme-2004.
Increased outlets for selling small savings scheme would 
result in higher mobilisation under the scheme.
Last month, the government kept unchanged interest 
rates on small savings schemes for the October-De-
cember quarter. Since April last year, interest rates on 
all small saving schemes have been recalibrated on a 
quarterly basis.
Investments in the public provident fund (PPF) scheme 
will fetch annual rate of 7.8% while KisanVikas Patra 

(KVP) investments will yield 7.5% and mature in 115 
months. The one for girl child savings, SukanyaSamrid-
dhi Account Scheme will offer 8.3% annually.
Similarly, the investment on 5-year Senior Citizens Sav-
ings Scheme will yield 8.3%. The interest rate on the sen-
ior citizens scheme is paid quarterly.
On the basis of the decision of the government, interest 
rates for small savings schemes are to be notified on a 
quarterly basis since 1 April 2016, the ministry said while 
notifying the rates for third quarter of financial year 2017- 
18.

How companies are spending on CSR 
projects
In the three years since Corporate Social Responsibility 
(CSR) rules were implemented, not much has changed 
in patterns of spending by the top 100 National Stock Ex-
change (NSE) listed companies by market capitalization. 
While education and healthcare continue to attract most 
of the monies, Maharashtra still sees the maximum inflow 
of CSR spends. The top 10 companies still account for 
almost half of the total CSR spend.
CSR Rules, which came into effect on 1 April 2014, state 
that companies with a net worth of Rs500 crore or rev-
enue of Rs1,000 crore or net profit of Rs5 crore should 

spend 2% of their average profit in the last three years on 
social development-related activities such as sanitation, 
education, healthcare and poverty alleviation, among 
others, which are listed in Schedule VII of the Rules.
 
In fiscal year 2017 (FY17), an actual spend of Rs6,810 
crore was recorded for the 92 companies whose annual 
reports were studied to collect the data by Goodera (pre-
viously NextGen), a CSR and sustainability management 
platform. The cut-off date for collecting the data was 18 
September. The remaining eight had either not released 
their annual reports or follow a different fiscal year.
At Rs3,307 crore, the share of the top 10 companies was 
once again nearly 50% of the total amount spent by the 
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firms surveyed. “The overall CSR spend growth has re-
duced to 10% this fiscal from 23% in the previous. This 
is primarily due to two reasons: the overall rate of growth 
of companies’ profits has slowed down in this fiscal year 
and second, 16% of companies have reduced their over-
all spend, though their profits have grown, causing an 
overall slowdown of CSR spend in the ecosystem,” says 
Abhishek Humbad, founder and co-chief executive of-
ficer (CEO) of Goodera.
Public sector focus
Of the 92 firms surveyed, 15 were public sector units 
(PSUs) and their spend was Rs1,996 crore out of Rs6,810 
crore, or 30% of the total spend.
“In FY17, spend by PSUs has decreased by 9%, though 
the prescribed spend grew by 1%. This is mainly due to 
certain PSUs being non-compliant since the law came 
into existence. Some of the common explanations cited 
for non-compliance are multi-year projects, delay in iden-
tification of projects and other related delays,” says Hum-
bad.
One of the ways to improve the current situation is to 
invest in fewer but strategic projects instead of taking up 
more projects. “On an average, while private companies 
take up 14 projects, the corresponding number for PSUs 
is 26, which leads to thinning of resources and lack of 
adequate focus on projects under PSUs,” he adds.
As in the previous two years, in FY17, nearly half of the 
top 10 spenders exceeded their prescribed limit.
Perhaps one approach could be like that of NTPC Ltd, 
which ranks at No. 6 in the spend tally. The company 
reported that almost half of its CSR budget was allocated 
to hunger, healthcare and poverty alleviation projects. 
NTPC also takes up most of the CSR activities primarily 
in the neighbourhood villages of its units too. “Despite 
the slowdown in the growth rate of the economy, India is 
still one of the fastest-growing economies in the world. 
This growth has been accompanied by certain aberra-
tions like social and economic inequity, lagging human 
development indicators, environmental degradation, etc. 
Therefore NTPC’s endeavours for sustainable socio-eco-
nomic development,” says G. Sridhar, additional general 
manager (CSR) at NTPC.
Looking at new areas
As in the previous two years, in FY17, nearly half of the 
top 10 spenders exceeded their prescribed limit. Tata 
Steel Ltd, ranked at No. 9, led the tally with a spend-
ing of almost 67% above its prescribed limit. “We do not 
look at 2% as a cut-off limit. The onus is on us to do 
more nuanced and high-impact activities to bring in social 
change. This is built into the DNA of our company,” says 
Biren Ramesh Bhuta, chief CSR officer at Tata Steel. He 

believes that more and more companies in India are now 
incorporating sustainability practices and carrying out ef-
fective CSR practices because that is the need of the 
day. “There are two compelling reasons: If you as a busi-

ness want to survive for 100 years, you have to do right 
by the society you work in and if you want to grow, you 
cannot do so by leaving a large section of the society so 
behind,” he adds.
 
ITC Ltd, ranked as the seventh largest spender with 
spends in six of the 11 activities of Schedule VII, includ-
ing the oft neglected national heritage, says it focuses 
on activities that meet the developmental needs of its 
stakeholder communities. “ITC’s CSR interventions are 
focused on two stakeholder communities: rural commu-
nities with whom ITC’s agri-businesses have forged en-
during partnerships through crop development and pro-
curement activities; and communities residing in close 
proximity to our production units,” says AsheshAmbasta, 
executive vice-president and head (social investments) 
at ITC.
HDFC Bank Ltd has been looking to scale up its CSR 
strategy. Ranked four on the spend tally, for the first time 
in three years of reporting the bank has a 100% actual 
spend (Rs305.42 crore) versus the prescribed spend. 
“We have consciously tried to ensure that we have a 
broad spread. We operate in about 18 states and while 
we have been increasing our footprint, there is a certain 
method in how we pick the specific areas that we work 
in,” says Paresh Sukthankar, deputy managing director 
at HDFC Bank.
 
 “In the first year, we covered about 60-65 villages. Many 
of these villages had been allocated to us to open ac-
counts under the Jan DhanYojana, and we thought that 
while we address their basic financial inclusion and bank-
ing needs, why not also do an overall needs assessment 
and deal with their other developmental issues too? By 
March 2017, we had covered 560 villages under this Ho-
listic Rural Development Programme (HRDP) and many 
more villages under smaller projects. Today we are work-
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ing in over 750 villages under HRDP,” he says.
The bank spent about 41.6% of its CSR spends under 
rural development category according to its annual re-
port. “The higher level of spends has come from scaling 
up of some of the initiatives in the areas that we have 
been previously working in. We have always worked in 
education, skilling, sanitation and financial inclusion, and 
our initiative and outlays in these areas have grown. We 
have also got our toes wet in a few newer areas although 
the absolute outlays in some of these will be smaller,” 
adds Sukthankar.
Meanwhile, Ambasta says ITC, out of its total spend of 
Rs275.96 crore, spent Rs2.18 crore on conservation of 
heritage, art and culture through the ITC Sangeet Re-
search Academy. “Exceptionally gifted students, carefully 
handpicked across India, receive full scholarships to re-
side and pursue their music education at the academy 
campus,” he explains.
Infosys, which ranks fifth in the top 10 spenders list, is 
also the only company to show CSR spends under the 
Armed Forces veterans category of Schedule VII.

Another company among the top 10 spenders in this cat-
egory is Infosys Ltd, which spent about Rs3 crore on pro-
jects including the Anupu festival, Kelkar museum, etc., 
according to its annual report.
Infosys, which ranks fifth in the top 10 spenders list, is 
also the only company to show CSR spend under the 
Armed Forces veterans category of Schedule VII. The 
Infosys Foundation gives aid to disabled veterans and 

to around 194 families of Central Armed Police Forces 
martyrs. “This will be a multi-year activity for the founda-
tion,” says SudhaMurty, chairperson of Infosys Founda-
tion, who is also pleased to note that spending for CSR 
has gone up overall, with the company spending a little 
above its prescribed limit this year.
“From the perspective of Infosys Foundation we were 
glad to see the approved increase in spend, due to which 
we were able to commit and utilize funding for deserving 
multi-year projects and extend our reach to more states,” 
adds Murty.
The top spender, Reliance Industries Ltd, has held on 
to the position for the third year in a row and as in the 
previous years, has spent above its prescribed spend. 
“Reliance Foundation (which implements CSR projects 
for the company) is focused on addressing the nation’s 
development challenges in areas of rural transformation, 
education, health, sports for development and more,” 
says Jagannatha Kumar, CEO of Reliance Foundation. 
The company, which has spent 77.7% of its CSR funding 
on projects related to education, sanitation, skill develop-
ment, etc., has also reported a Rs26.8 crore spending 
on the development of sports. Nita M. Ambani, founder 
and chairperson of Reliance Foundation who is also a 
member of the International Olympic Committee, is seen 
as the reason behind the push to include sports in the 
foundation’s work. “RIL believes in the power of sports to 
create positive social impact and is committed to creating 
a large-scale ecosystem for sports and to train the youth 
of India to take it up as a vocation,” adds Kumar.
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Factoring in lessons
Among the Schedule VII activities that received the low-
est funding were Prime Minister’s relief fund and tech-
nology incubators. “We will have to take it that it is a re-
flection of the need in the society. The priorities of the 
community needs is reflected in the CSR expenditures,” 
explains Santhosh Jayaram, partner and head (sustain-
ability and CSR advisory) at KPMG.
 

The general consensus among industry experts is that in 
the third year, companies are moving beyond compliance 
to focus on creating a long-term impact for the beneficiar-
ies. “The MCA (ministry of corporate affairs) guidelines 
mandate companies to report on their CSR spend. How-
ever, we are seeing that many companies are proactively 
conducting extensive monitoring and evaluation, and im-
pact assessment for their projects and reporting these 
through CSR specific detailed reports,” says Humbad of 
Goodera.
So some things have changed from FY15 and FY16. 
“The first two years there was struggle to get clarity on 
how existing work should be aligned to CSR and how ini-
tiatives have to be taken that are in conformity to the CSR 
schedule. In the third year, we found an improvement in 
quality of proposals that are being developed and an in-
creased interest to develop flagship programmes that will 
give the companies greater visibility,” says Niraj Seth, ex-
ecutive director (advisory services) at EY India.
This is reflected not just in how the private sector is en-
gaging with CSR but PSUs too. “During the last three 
years, many structural as well as procedural interven-
tions have been taken to strengthen the CSR process of 
the corporation. IndianOil has framed a CSR Policy and 
Guidelines to streamline the execution, monitoring, eval-
uation and impact assessment of activities. Now, most of 
our CSR activities are being executed in project mode. 
Also, CSR officials have been posted in 31 key establish-
ments and unit-level CSR panels have been constituted 
to conceive, implement and monitor CSR projects,” says 
Kali Krishna, chief general manager (corporate commu-
nications) at Indian Oil Corp. Ltd.
Jayaram of KPMG adds that now the thought process is 
going beyond spend allocation. “We see more detailed 
discussion around impact and very structured process for 
monitoring and evaluation.”
Besides wanting to include impact assessment and in 
some cases doing so, experts and companies shared 
some more learnings from doing CSR for three years. 
“This is our third year of CSR learning: While working in 

a specific geography, even though we may have started 
with one project or one specific activity, when we identi-
fied other areas of intervention that could make things 
better for the community, we saw value in a more holistic 
approach,” says Sukthankar of HDFC Bank.
Among the Schedule VII activities that received the low-
est funding were Prime Minister’s relief fund and technol-
ogy incubators.
Kumar of Reliance Foundation says the company is now 
looking at an outcome-oriented approach towards pro-
gramme implementation and has accordingly been us-
ing various tools and methods to assess its programmes 
from time to time.
For Infosys Foundation, the focus was on processes and 
governance. “These have been tightened. Third-party im-
pact assessment has been introduced and is periodically 
reviewed for improvement. Reach has been expanded to 
other states where Infosys Foundation does not have a 
presence,” says Murty.
This year, more than before, Ambasta of ITC believes 
organizations have figured out the nuances of the CSR 
Rules. “After a slow start, companies have set their CSR 
policy, focus areas and implementation mechanism in 
place. Most companies over the last three years are 
bound to have increased their CSR spends till they at 
least touch the 2% target. This has and will positively im-
pact as well as address the developmental challenges 
that our country faces, including reduction in inequality.”
HarisZargar contributed to this story.

Regulating the disruption wave: RBI issues 
directions to govern P2P platforms

RBI has restricted the aggregate exposure (across all 
P2P platforms) of each lender and borrower to Rs10 lakh, 
and limited the exposure of a single lender to a single 
borrower to Rs50,000. Photo: Mint
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) recently classified peer 
to peer (P2P) lending platforms as non-banking financial 
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companies (NBFC-P2P). Following this, it issued detailed 
master directions on 4 October governing the operation 
of such platforms, which raise some interesting prelimi-
nary questions.
Is RBI regulating a tech company as an NBFC?
In April 2016, RBI argued that the sector needs to be 
regulated, given the growth in online commerce, and to 
protect participants from succumbing to unethical or co-
ercive practices.
As a registered NBFC-P2P, the firm can only provide a 
technology platform, through an online marketplace, to 
connect the lenders and borrowers, and related services 
such as loan documentation, loan recovery, etc.
They are not entitled to conduct the business of lending 
and borrowing themselves. In addition, they can provide 
credit assessment and risk profiling of borrowers, which 
is disclosed to potential lenders to make an informed de-
cision.
These are important aspects and require 
some sort of regulation, but was it necessary 
to regulate essentially a technology platform 
as an NBFC?
RBI can generally regulate entities operating either as 
banks or NBFCs. P2P platforms are not banks, since 
there is no balance sheet lending. Generally, entities with 
their principal business being financial activity (i.e. more 
than 50% of the assets are financial assets like shares, 
loans, etc., and the income from such financial assets is 
more than 50% of the total income) are considered as 
NBFCs and required to be registered with RBI.
These conditions too are not satisfied by P2P platforms, 
since their primary source of income is commission from 
services. However, the RBI has special powers to clas-
sify any entity as an NBFC, after consultation with the 
government—which it has exercised to classify P2P plat-
forms as NBFC-P2Ps. The RBI has used this in the past 
to regulate mortgage guarantee companies and account 
aggregators.
Are the master directions detrimental to P2P 
start-ups?
Fintech has been one of the busiest sectors in the Indian 
VC space. NBFC-P2Ps are expected to be a small sub-
set of the various NBFCs operating in India.
Due to the classification, NBFC-P2Ps are now subject 
to new conditions such as minimum net owned funds of 
Rs2 crore, leverage ratio of 2 and limited scope of activi-
ties. As a result, the entry barrier for new start-ups has 
increased considerably, and the ability to move into ancil-
lary business lines has been restricted.
For existing P2P players, while there may be initial hard-

ship, and certain modifications required to their current 
business model, they already have certain aspects of the 
regulations covered.
For example, some of the big players are using escrow 
services for fund transfers, which is now a mandatory re-
quirement under the master directions.
Should investors reconsider their board strat-
egy?
For all NBFCs, approval of RBI is required if more than 
30% of the directors (excluding independent directors) 
are changing. However, for an NBFC-P2P, an additional 
prior approval is required if any change in sharehold-
ing gives the acquirer the right to appoint a director. It is 
not clear why this condition has been added specifically 
for NBFC-P2Ps. The right to appoint a director typically 
does not give control to investors, but this prior approval 
requirement could delay the investment process. The 
investor directors are now required to satisfy stringent 
fit and proper criteria requirements, as well as provide 
a declaration and undertaking to this effect. As a result, 
some investors may instead choose to have an observer 
nominated on the board, with veto rights on critical busi-
ness items and information rights built into the agree-
ments.

Will the new prudential norms affect 
business?
RBI has restricted the aggregate exposure (across all 
P2P platforms) of each lender and borrower to Rs10 lakh, 
and limited the exposure of a single lender to a single 
borrower to Rs50,000.
These conditions will severely restrict the business po-
tential of NBFC-P2Ps, unless they are able to bring on 
many more borrowers and lenders onto the platform.
These numbers may need to be revised in future. Instead 
of a blanket cap, a cap linked to the category of the par-
ticipant and their ability to sustain the exposure without 
any adverse consequences would have been a better 
alternative.
In the case of existing P2P players, they will need to re-
vise their borrowing and lending limits, with no benefit 
of grandfathering of the new prudential norms extended 
to them. This will likely have operational ramifications for 
these companies.
KarthikMahalingam is a partner at corporate law firm 
ShardulAmarchandMangaldas and leads the national 
Venture Capital practice of the firm. Parag Srivastava is 
a principal associate at the Bangalore office of the firm. 
Views expressed are personal and do not constitute legal 
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advice.

It’s all about the barrels, says Glenmorangie 
Distillery’s Bill Lumsden
Few people understand whisky as well as Bill Lumsden 
does. The head of distilling and whisky creation at Glen-
morangie Distillery Co. Ltd, the UK-based maker of sin-
gle malt whiskies, where he has worked for 23 years. In 
that time, he has taken Glenmorangie, which used to be 
a back-of-the-bar whisky, and turned it into a staple in 
every connoisseur’s cabinet. Lumsden, who has a PhD in 
microbial physiology and fermentation science, is regard-
ed as the mad scientist in the Scotch whisky industry. His 
two children are following suit; his son, 25, is a distillery 
manager with Diageo Plc and his daughter, 21, is study-
ing brewing and distilling.
For someone in an industry where one has to sometimes 
wait for decades before he can taste the final product, 
Lumsden, 57, is extremely impatient. “It is one reason I 
can’t understand cricket at all,” says the Scotsman, who 
used to play squash in his younger days.
In 2011, he sent a small sample of unmatured whisky 
from the Ardbeg distillery (part of Glenmorangie Distill-
ery), with shavings of oak barrels, to the International 
Space Station. A sample was kept in the distillery to en-
able a comparison. When the whisky came back from 
space four years later, it had developed some “unique 
flavours,” says Lumsden. He speaks slowly, deliberately, 
as if to emphasize every word he utters. “We haven’t yet 
been able to determine the chemical compounds but the 
next target is to send a full barrel into space although I 
will have to pay for it from my pocket,” he says, smiling.
Lumsden was in Delhi last month and spoke about the 
art of whisky making, new frontiers and myths around 
whisky, in an interview. Edited excerpts:
What is the single most important thing in the 
making of whisky?
In terms of the actual product, the barrel and maturation 
process are the most important in determining the char-
acter of the whisky. Unless you use good-quality barrels, 
you won’t make good whisky. I sit on the judging panel 
of several spirits competitions, including the International 
Wine and Spirit Competition, so I taste a lot of whiskies 
outside my portfolio, and I am often dismayed to find 
whiskies which have the potential but are not matured in 
good-quality barrels.
What makes Scotch different? Which other 
global whisky is the closest to Scotch?
I would answer the second question first. It is Japanese 

whisky. Japan has done a great job in emulating the style 
of whisky we produce in Scotland. My favourite Japa-
nese whisky is the Yoichi single malt, which is distilled in 
Hokkaido, the northernmost of Japan’s main islands. It is 
damp and cold there just like it is in Scotland.
The Taiwanese whisky Kavalan is also very good but is 
very young and they can’t age it properly because of the 
warm climate there, their evaporative losses are gigantic.
There are several things that make Scotch unique but the 
most important thing is the climate in Scotland, which al-
lows whisky to mature slowly. Slow maturation develops 
a lot of fragrance and complexity, which is the secret of 
Scotch whisky.
What are some of the cardinal rules of whisky 
drinking ?
We are experimenting a lot with whisky today. In fact, if 
you had done this in Scotland 20 years ago, they would 
have probably shot you.
If you’re drinking a very old whisky, aged 20 years and 
above, drink it neat. Don’t add water or ice because it 
will collapse the blended complex that holds together the 
flavours and accentuate the bitterness of the wood. I like 
Scotch on the rocks but it should be large ice cubes that 
melt very slowly. So, again, crushed ice is not a good idea 
for whisky. Apart from that, try anything.
 

Are there enough oak and sherry barrels in 
the world to meet the growing demand of the 
whisky industry?
In terms of sherry casks, it is a good question because a 
lot of companies in Scotland are facing problems in find-
ing good-quality sherry casks, but I have had the same 
supplier for many, many years, so I don’t see a problem 
for us. But they are becoming expensive. In terms of the 
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oak, of all the oak that is felled in the US, less than 10% 
goes into barrel-making. So in a nutshell, I don’t envisage 
a shortage of oak in my lifetime at least.
How do you introduce someone to the world 
of whisky?
Choose the right whisky to start, I’d say. Choose one that 
is more accessible with your taste. Try it neat, then try it 
on the rocks and then with some water and decide what 
works for you the best.
How do you drink your whisky?
There is no one answer to it. I drink it on the rocks, some-
times with soda, and this may horrify the puritans, but I 
often enjoy drinking Glenmorangie Original with two ice 
cubes, some ginger ale and a squeeze of lime. So it all 
depends on the place I am in and the company I have.
Have you ever tried Indian whiskies? What are 
your views?
I have been coming to India for once every two-three 
years now for over a decade and the first thing that sur-
prised me was the amount of passion that Indians have 
for whisky. I came here expecting the first time that may-
be people do not like whisky but people already loved 
whisky and understood whisky.
I have tasted both Amrut and Paul John blind in competi-
tion and I must say that Amrut has the potential. If I was 
the distiller, I would do things a little differently. I would 
change the wood policy; it could do with some better 
quality wood. I would use ex-Bourbon barrel.
But compared with whisky from, say, Australia which still 
is very young and will need some improvement, Indian 
whiskies like Amrutare better. But having said that, whis-
kies like Amrut can still improve a lot.
Great Britain, the US, Japan and now Austral-
ia. Which is the next stop for whisky?
I think it would be India. It is a country with a tradition 
of drinking whisky or whatever it is that they call whisky 
because technically if it is made from molasses, it is rum. 
But there are some very good whiskies in India. Take Am-
rut, Paul John or Rampur Indian Single Malt, for example. 
As a country that loves and understands whisky, I would 
expect more quality distillers to come up in India. Maybe 
when I retire, someone will take me up as a consultant to 
start a distillery here.

Narendra Modi to visit Gujarat tomorrow, 
inaugurate slew of projects
Amid the row over the “delay” in announcement of the 
Gujarat Assembly polls, Prime Minister Narendra Modi 
will travel to home state     where he will inaugurate and 

lay the foundation stones of a number of projects. It would 
be Modi’s third visit to Gujarat this month.
Modi, who recently said the Legislative Assembly polls 
will be a battle between “vikaswad” and “vanshwad”, in 
which his “development agenda” will triumph over the 
Congress’ “dynastic politics”, will lay the foundation of 
and dedicate to people projects worth rupees several 
thousand crore in Bhavnagar and Vadodara districts.
Two days before he undertakes the visit, Congress lead-
er P. Chidambaram opn Friday scoffed at the Election 
Commission for not announcing the schedule for the Gu-
jarat polls, saying it has “authorised” the prime minister to 
declare the dates at his “last rally” in the state.
In a series of tweets loaded with sarcasm, the former fi-
nance and home minister also claimed that the Election 
Commission will be “recalled” from its “extended holiday” 
after the Gujarat government has announced all “conces-
sions and freebies”. “EC has authorised PM to announce 
date of Gujarat elections at his last rally (and kindly keep 
EC informed),” he tweeted.
The EC had on 12 October announced that polling for 
the Assembly elections in Himachal Pradesh will take 
place on 9 November, but held off announcing the Guja-
rat schedule, only saying the polling in the western state 
would be held before 18 December.
Immediately therafter, the Congress had alleged that the 
government put “pressure” on the poll panel to “delay” 
the announcement of Gujarat elections to enable the 
prime minister to act as a “false santaclaus” and offer 
sops, use “jumlas” (rhetoric). The model code of conduct 
would have come into immediate effect in Gujarat had 
the poll schedule been announced along with Himachal 
Pradesh, the party said.
Among the projects that Modi will inaugurate is the first 
phase of the Rs615 crore roll-on roll-off (ro-ro) ferry ser-
vice between Ghogha in Bhavnagar district and Dahej in 
Bharuch in the Gulf of Cambay.
The prime minister had called ferry service his “dream 
project” while addressing a gathering at Gandhinagar  . 
He will address a gathering in Ghogha and undertake a 
journey to Dahej from Ghogha on the ferry.
From Dahej, he will leave for Vadodara, where he is 
scheduled to inaugurate and lay the foundation stones 
for projects worth over Rs1,140 crore.
Ajay Bhadoo, chief executive officer of Gujarat Maritime 
Board, which is executing the ro-ro project, said the first 
phase of the service to be inaugurated by Modi     is 
meant for passengers. In the second phase, which is ex-
pected to be completed in two months, cars can also be 
carried between the two towns.
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“It is a complex project which involves complicated ma-
rine structure of the Gulf of Cambay, on which it is built. 
The service reduces the distance between the two towns 
from 310 kilometres by road to 30 kilometres which can 
be covered in 1 hour,” Bhadoo said.
Modi had laid the foundation stone for the project in Janu-
ary 2012, when he was the chief minister of Gujarat.
In Vadodara, Modi will inaugurate eight different projects 
worth Rs1,140 crore. Vadodara Municipal Commissioner 
Vinod Rao said Modi will dedicate to people a Rs100 
crore city command and control centre in Badamadi Gar-
den, Rs125-crore Janmahal city transport hub and multi-
level parking (under PPP), a Rs160 crore multi-modal city 
transport hub, Rs267 crore waste-to- energy processing 
plant.
The other projects are a Rs166 crore water treatment 
plant, two flyovers collectively worth Rs265 crore, a Rs55 
crore deer safari park, and a Rs6 crore veterinary hos-
pital.
He will also address people at Navlakhi compound in Va-
dodara. Modi had last visited Vadodara, a constituency 
from where he contested the 2014 Lok Sabha election 
and won by a record margin, on 22 October last year to 
inaugurate a new airport terminal building and distribute 
assistance devices to the divyangjan (specially-abled) 
people. Modi, who won from both Vadodara and Vara-
nasi, later chose to retain the latter.
The prime minister had visited Gujarat   this week when 
he addressed the BJP workers at a rally in Gandhinagar. 
Prior to that, Modi had visited his home town Vadnagar 
on 8 October and also inaugurated and laid foundation 
stones of various projects in Rajkot, Vadnagar, Gandhi-
nagar, and Bharuch. He has been frequently visiting the 
state, which goes to polls in December this year.

Paper industry hit by duty-free imports
A sharp increase in import of paper and paperboard, es-
pecially writing and printing paper, this financial year has 
turned into a matter of concern for the domestic industry.
Import of coated paper, which totalled 45,492 tonnes in 
February this year, shot up to 73,792 tonnes in July. In 
the same period, import of uncoated paper too rose from 
13,347 tonnes to 32,887 tonnes, according to data with 
Indian Paper Manufacturers Association (IPMA).
Impact of trade pacts
Import of paper and paperboard [excluding newsprint] 
has been steadily on the rise for the last six years,” said 
RohitPandit, secretary general, IPMA. “Import of these 
items from ASEAN countries have grown almost 43% in 

volume in the last six years. Imports from South Korea 
alone have risen 58%.”
Since 2014, there has been no import duty on paper 
and paperboard from ASEAN countries. Under the India-
Korea CEPA, the basic customs duty has been reduced 
gradually with a 0% target by January 1. Between April 
and July this year, the growth in imports has been more 
than 40%, he said. In the writing and printing paper seg-
ment, import of coated, uncoated, and copier papers is 
significant, he added.
“The domestic industry in India has started feeling the 
impact and the government should increase import duty 
on paper and paperboard to 20%,” the Indian Agro & Re-
cycled Paper Mills’ Association has demanded.
R. Krishnaswamy, vice-president of the association, said 
that for wood-based paper mills in India, the cost of wood 
is ‘very high’. If it is $100 a tonne in India, the price of 
wood in Indonesia, with which Indian suppliers compete, 
is only $40 a tonne. Hence, the price of paper is also 
lower, he said.

China: a promise remains elusive

 
Reflecting a different light:Solar panels outside the vil-
lage of Xiaoyaotou, China, where the decline of coal has 
locals looking for new sources of income.NYT  
In its coal capital, old mines are being shut to raise ef-
ficiencies. But job losses raise the risk of unrest
At first glance, the coal city of Datong in northern China 
displays the hopeful signs of change that President Xi 
Jinping had in mind when he promised his nation a new 
“China dream.”
Rows of shiny solar panels have mushroomed on farm-
land ruined by mining. Some 74,000 villagers are being 
moved into newly built apartments. A drive to clean up 
government has brought the arrest of several city officials 
who grew rich on kickbacks.
In an agenda-setting report at a Communist Party con-
gress in Beijing this past week, Mr. Xi, who also leads 
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the party, held out a new dream of a China that would be-
come cleaner, more prosperous and fairer in sharing the 
benefits of its increasing wealth. This vision of a brighter 
future is aimed at fixing social ills created by three dec-
ades of often-breakneck growth: polluted skies and wa-
ters, deep-rooted corruption and growing inequalities.
To succeed, Mr. Xi’s China dream must take root in rural 
and rust-belt backwaters like Datong, where many of Chi-
na’s almost 1.4 billion people still live. But to hear locals 
in this former capital of China’s coal industry tell it, the 
bustling scenes of construction mask a stark disconnect 
between Mr. Xi’s bright promises and their hardscrabble 
reality.
‘Little improvement’
While China’s overall economy has clocked dazzling 
growth rates, workers and farmers here say their lives 
have not improved nearly as quickly, if at all. Despite Mr. 
Xi’s promises of a cleaner and more responsive govern-
ment, they complain that local officials still ignore them or 
run roughshod over their lives. Most important, they said, 
Mr. Xi’s China dream had yet to deliver what they needed 
most: better jobs, improved health care and affordable 
housing.
In interviews here, the same refrain was often repeated: 
“Xi Jinping is good, but. ...” “Xi Jinping is a good presi-
dent, but his policies aren’t implemented here,” said Hu 
Wenxiang, who lives in Ronghuazao, a village in a rural 
part of Datong. Most of her village has been razed as part 
of a programme to relocate residents away from fields 
where subsiding coal mines have left the earth sagging 
and unstable. But Ms. Hu refuses to leave. She said mov-
ing to one of the new apartments would deprive her of her 
income, which comes from helping her son breed goats.
Her rejection of the local government’s one-size-fits-all 
approach to rural redevelopment has left her to fend for 
herself in a dying village. The people who benefited most 
from the forced relocation seemed to be the officials who 
ordered it and construction companies who built the new 
units, she said.
“The government’s policies sound good, but we don’t see 
the benefits,” said Ms. Hu, a thin, sun-hardened woman 
in her 60s. “Why does the government hand out money 
here and there, but not to us?”
There are hundreds, if not thousands, of industrial towns 
and cities like Datong across China, where living stand-
ards remain far from the “moderate prosperity” that Mr. Xi 
has promised.
Experts said the grass-roots grievances in provincial 
China do not pose an imminent threat to Mr. Xi and the 
Communist Party. But they warn that there is risk as Mr. 

Xi raises expectations.
He must now deliver on a new social contract that is of-
fering a more equitable and better managed China in ex-
change for continued public acceptance of party rule.
‘Daunting change’
“The sources of party legitimacy are no longer as tightly 
tied to the pace of economic growth, and Xi sees that,” 
said Wu Qiang, a political scientist in Beijing. “He wants 
to offer society a deal. The party won’t tolerate opposi-
tion or civil society or calls for democracy and freedom; it 
will offer more balanced development. But even that’s a 
daunting transformation for this government.”
Even in his first term, Mr. Xi recognised that he must of-
fer more than just a crackdown on corruption. In 2013, 
he laid out a list of 60 reform commitments that he said 
would make China greener, safer, fairer and more pros-
perous.
His government is credited with delivering some pro-
gress, such as toughening pollution controls and shutting 
down excess mines and factories that had fed a glut in 
production.
And as Mr. Xi begins his second term, experts say the 
public still seems willing to give him a chance to deliver 
on more of his promises.
But that could change if Mr. Xi proves unable to deliver 
results. And experts say he faces an uphill battle.
Closing outdated factories and mines may bolster eco-
nomic efficiency but at the cost of eliminating jobs, which 
brings the risk of unrest. The slower growth rates of Chi-
na’s maturing economy have made it harder for the gov-
ernment to increase spending on health and education.
“So far, the central government has been really good 
about making promises and commitments but then pass-
ing the buck onto local governments,” said Bruce J. Dick-
son, a professor at George Washington University whose 
book, “The Dictator’s Dilemma,” examines how the Chi-
nese Communist Party stays in power.
“At some point, you can’t simply go after corrupt people. 
You have to do something,” Dickson said. “And the ques-
tion is what.”
In his opening speech Wednesday to the congress, Mr. 
Xi warned that the party had to improve its performance 
at addressing social grievances.
“The principal contradiction facing society in the new 
era is that between unbalanced and inadequate devel-
opment and the people’s ever-growing need for a better 
life,” Mr. Xi told delegates in the Great Hall of the People 
in Beijing.
But in Datong, a broad area of 3.4 million people that 
includes an urban centre and surrounding coal fields and 
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countryside, locals said that the official fixes often create 
new problems. They said the directives from the capital 
were enacted in a heavy-handed manner that could hurt 
locals. And even with the anti-corruption crackdown, local 
officials benefit the most from the changes, not regular 
people.
In Datong, the sense of dislocation is especially acute.
Famed for its ancient Buddhist rock carvings, the city 
became China’s coal capital as demand for the energy 
resources that lay beneath its surface took off along with 
Chinese manufacturing in the 1980s. A decade later, at 
peak production, Datong provided 7.5% of China’s coal. 
The result was an extended boom that created a wealthy 
class of mine barons and officials.
That ended when demand for coal slumped three years 
ago, leaving mines and miners idle. As production 
dropped, the city fell on hard times. It also struggled with 
the environmental burdens left from its reliance on coal, 
including smog, contaminated soil and entire swaths of 
farmland that are now sinking as the mines underneath 
them collapse.
Tong Yanlin, who works in one of Datong’s still-operating 
mines, said wages had plummeted. He now works only 
three or four hours a day and earns slightly more than 
$700 a month, about half what he earned in the boom 
years. Still, he said he preferred earning lower wages if 
it meant keeping the mine open and himself employed.
Datong’s government has tried to create new jobs by en-
couraging solar and wind farms on top of exhausted coal 
mines.
Despite their efforts, the economy grew at just 1% last 
year, officials said, much lower than the national growth 
rate of 6.7%.
The new investments, and a frenzy of urban renewal, 
have also created new burdens, leaving the local govern-
ment heavily in debt.
Locals wonder what Datong has to offer that could re-
place coal.
With an ironic smile, Tong, the coal miner, said the city 
still had plenty of one thing: corruption. Despite Mr. Xi’s 
efforts, local officials remained as crooked as ever, he 
said: “They could still haul away corrupt officials in one 
railway wagon after another.”NY Times

Govt. may have to foot bill for rail safety fund
The Ministry of Railways may ask the Finance Ministry to 
fund its share of the railway safety fund this year as the 
public utility is staring at an earnings shortfall of at least 
Rs. 10,000 crore in 2017-18, sources said.
With earnings deficit, the Ministry of Railways may find it 

difficult to contribute its share towards the newly- consti-
tuted Rashtriya Rail Sanraksha Rosh (RRSK) – a dedi-
cated fund for critical safety-related works, a Ministry of-
ficial said on the condition of anonymity.
Earnings shortfall
The Indian Railways’ income stood at Rs. 80,519 crore 
till September compared with Rs. 76,405 crore till Sep-
tember last year. However, the actual income was 8.45% 
lower than the targeted earnings till September this year. 
The Railways had set a target of earning Rs. 1.88 lakh 
crore in 2017-18 against Rs. 1.65 lakh crore in 2016-17.
“We are looking at an earnings deficit of at least Rs. 
10,000 crore by the end of this financial year. We may de-
mand Finance Ministry to fund the entire amount towards 
RRSK for current financial year in the pre-budget meet-
ing next month,” the Ministry official said. The Finance 
Ministry is scheduled to meet the officials of the Ministry 
of Railway on November 10 for pre-budget discussions 
to finalise the revised estimates for 2017-18 and budget 
estimates for 2018-19.
Safety fund
Finance Minister Arun Jaitley had announced the setting 
up a special safety fund with a corpus of more than Rs. 1 
lakh crore over a period of five years in Budget 2017-18. 
According to the plan, while the Finance Ministry would 
contribute Rs. 15,000 crore annually towards the fund, 
the Ministry of Railways would fund the balance Rs. 
5,000 crore every year.
In the first six months of the current financial year, the In-
dian Railways had utilised a quarter of the safety fund as 
it had spent Rs. 5,031 crore from the RRSK. Although the 
Railways’ passenger and goods earnings had increased 
4.5% and 8.4% respectively till September this year com-
pared with the last year, its sundry earnings had declined 
sharply by 35.7% during this period.
Income from non-fare revenues, including land lease, ad-
vertising, PSU dividends and catering department, form 
part of the sundry earnings.
Minister of Railways Piyush Goyal had said in an inter-
view to The Hindu last month that the utility was willing 
to spend unlimited funds on safety which would be a top 
priority for him. “In my working, there is no budget for 
safety. Whatever (fund) is required we will spend,” Mr. 
Goyal had said.
Meanwhile, the Finance Ministry advised the Ministry of 
Railways to prioritise deploying RRSK funds on areas 
that reduce chances of human error and ensure training 
of safety staff.

‘Drug pricing move may hurt sector’
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The government’s push for a change in the method of 
price calculation methodology for new drugs can lead to 
non-essential drugs coming under price control, a senior 
pharma industry body executive said.
Chemicals and Fertilisers Ministry, in a statement issued 
last week, had said that the Department of Pharmaceuti-
cals (DoP) is considering a change in the method of ap-
proving prices of new drugs.
“This proposal relates to doing away with retail price by 
ceiling price for ‘new drugs.’
“It has potential to bring non-essential drugs under price 
control, reduce competition and compromise growth,” In-
dian Pharmaceutical Alliance (IPA) Secretary General D 
G Shah told PTI.

Govt. scouts a ‘pilot’ for its flight school
 
The Centre is exploring various models to hand over the 
management control of State-owned aviation academy, 
Indira Gandhi RashtriyaUdanAkademi (IGRUA), to an-
other player after the 10-year agreeement with Canadian 
Aviation Electronics (CAE) ends in March 2018.
The Civil Aviation Ministry floated a request for proposal 
(RFP) last week to select a consultant-cum-transaction 
advisor for operation, management and development of 
IGRUA situated in Raebareli, Uttar Pradesh.

“Ministry floats RFP to find a consultant to help it run the 
Indira Gandhi RashtriyaUdanAkademi
The contract (with CAE) ends in March next year. We 
wish to explore various options,” Civil Aviation Secretary 
R.N. Choubey told The Hindu. However, the ministry of-
ficials ruled out complete privatisation of the academy. 
During the United Progressive Alliance (UPA) regime, IG-
RUA signed a contract in 2008 with Canada-based avia-
tion training firm CAE to manage the aviation academy 
for ten years. As per the contract, CAE was entrusted 
with training 100 pilots per year and reduce the training 
period gradually from two years to one year.

The IGRUA provides training for commercial pilots’ li-
cence, which includes pre-flight ground training and sim-
ulator training for single-engine aircraft. It also provides 
crew resource management and multi-crew conversion 
course training. Air India, which contributes towards cov-
ering operational expenses of IGRUA, gets the right of 
first selection of students trained by IGRUA.
‘Taking call’
“We have to take a call whether the academy can be 
managed internally or through public-private partnership 
(PPP). Under PPP, we will explore what would be the 
best model considering global practices,” a senior Civil 
Aviation Ministry official said.
“The Ministry has decided to select a strategic partner for 
operation, management and development of the IGRUA,” 
the RFP document said, “The Ministry expects to receive 
proposals from world-renowned aviation training institute 
operators for the project with clearly defined roles and 
responsibilities and risks of each entity and both, the ATI 
Operator and IGRUA will then enter into an agreement(s) 
to operationalise the arrangement.”
The consultant will be required to identify the proposed 
management structure and revenue-sharing model for 
IGRUA.
The IGRUA had trained 388 pilots in six years between 
2009-10 and 2014-15 – averaging 55 trained pilots each 
year, as per the academy’s 2016-17 annual report. Prior 
to the contract, IGRUA had a capacity to train 40 pilots a 
year since its establishment in 1986. A government pan-
el, led by DGCA Joint Director General Arvind Sardana, 
had recommended the government to severe its contract 
with CAE in a report in 2014 due to lack of performance – 
a finding denied by the IGRUA’s management.

Jaitley shows report card, says economy is 
fine

 
Growth expected to be good from second quarter of 2017 
itselfRs. 72,000 crore disinvestment target may even be 
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exceededHigher FDI flows indicate improved global in-
vestor confidence
The Finance Ministry    defended the state of the economy 
with Finance Minister Arun Jaitley saying it was on strong 
macroeconomic fundamentals, while Economic Affairs 
Secretary Subhash Garg highlighted key data indicators 
such as low inflation, comfortable current account and fis-
cal deficits, an unprecedented disinvestment target and a 
positive outlook for GDP growth in the coming quarters.
The Union government has been facing criticism over the 
performance of the economy, particularly after demoneti-
sation and the implementation of the GST.
“The economy is on strong macroeconomic fundamen-
tals,” Mr. Jaitley said at a press conference to announce 
fresh investment decisions taken by the government   .
“And where we have identified the need for a boost, in 
relation to that we have taken some decisions.”
Mr. Garg said, “India grew at a very strong pace of 7.5% 
per year in the three years of 2014-17 with growth ex-
ceeding 8% in 2015-16.”
Transitional effect
“There was a temporary slippage in growth in the last 
two quarters, thanks to the transitional effect of demon-
etisation and GST. That effect is now over, with all indica-
tors — IIP [Index of Industrial Production], core sector, 
automobile, consumer spending, etc. — pointing out a 
strong growth pick-up. There is expectation of very good 
growth from the second quarter of the current year itself,” 
he said.
“The inflation numbers have come down from 2014 on-
wards,” Mr. Garg said. “The numbers have been below 
5% since then and this year, we don’t expect it to cross 
4% and [expect to] maintain an average of 3.5%.”
Mr. Garg said the current account deficit (CAD) was ex-
pected to be below 2% this financial year, which was in 
line with the globally accepted safe level. Last year, he 
said, the CAD was 0.7%.
“This government took over when the fiscal deficit was 
in excess of 4.5%,” Mr. Garg said. “We have consistently 
been bringing it down and the commitment is to main-
tain the glide path. The final decision on this will be taken 
in December. This year, we have already collected Rs. 
30,000 crore from disinvestment and we will meet and 
maybe even exceed the Rs. 72,000 crore target for the 
year.”
“The gross FDI flows to India in 2016-17 amounted to 
$60.2 billion, as compared to $55.6 billion in 2015-16 and 
$45.1 billion in 2014-15, indicating the improved global 
confidence on the Indian economy,” Mr. Garg said.

“The impact of demonetisation and GST are still being 
felt,” RajatKathuria, director of the Indian Council for Re-
search on International Economic Relations, told The 
Hindu .
Trial and error system
“In GST, there is going to be a trial and error system, 
and so the effect will be felt for the short and medium 
term. Unless investment picks up, the growth outlook will 
remain just optimism. Good news is that the world econ-
omy is picking up. The good news in India is that IIP has 
also picked up.”
Mr. Garg highlighted the reforms implemented by the 
government to boost the economy, including the Goods 
and Services Tax, the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, 
demonetisation, UDAY scheme, and reforms in the hous-
ing and real estate sector.

Recapitalisation need of the hour: SBI chief
Bankers have hailed the Union government’s decision to 
infuse Rs. 2.11 lakh crore in public sector banks, saying 
the move is the need of the hour.
“This milestone announcement on recapitalising banks in 
one go is a bold and courageous move and is indeed the 
need of the hour,” Rajnish Kumar, Chairman, State Bank 
of India, said.
“It will generate balance in overall demand and supply by 
bringing more investments in sectors like infrastructure. 
These funds will also help in efficiently managing risk and 
credit capital related requirements of the banks,” he said.
Sharp rise in stressed assets in the past three years have 
eroded capital of state-run lenders, which share a dispro-
portionate burden of the bad loans.
The move also comes as a relief for banks facing a cor-
rective action of the RBI following deterioration of assets 
quality and other financial parameters.
Karthik Srinivasan, group head, Financial Sector Ratings, 
ICRA, said the infusion of funds would provide the capital 
required to absorb losses due to non-performing assets.
“Most likely, the recapitalisation bonds are likely to be 
subscribed by the banks ...,” he said.

No dilution of India, EU trade pact: official
Even as India and the European Union are yet to finalise 
a date for re-launching their Free Trade Agreement nego-
tiations stalled since 2013, both sides are not considering 
a scaled-down version of the pact with a view to some-
how expedite the conclusion of the talks by lowering am-
bition, an EU official said.
The negotiations on the Broad-based Trade and Invest-
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ment Agreement, had begun in 2007 in order to ensure 
greater access to “each other’s markets for goods, ser-
vices and to public procurement contracts”, and estab-
lish “the framework for investment, including investment 
protection”.
At a round table organised by The Hindu BusinessLine 
and Germany’s Bertelsmann Stiftung, MarikaJakas, 
Counsellor and Head of Trade and Economic Affairs, 
Delegation of the EU to India, said, “Our goal is to have a 
broad...comprehensive FTA. An early harvest scheme [to 
identify a limited number of areas pending the conclusion 
of FTA talks] is not... being considered.”

U.S. opposes Iran’s ‘destabilising’ activities
Visiting U.S. Secretary of State Rex Tillerson said here    
that Washington does not intend to oppose Iran’s busi-
ness with India.
He was addressing a joint press conference with External 
Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj.
“It’s not our objective to harm the Iranian people nor is it 
our objective to interfere with legitimate business activi-
ties going on with other businesses in Europe, India or 
agreements that are in place to promote economic devel-
opment,” he said.
Mr. Tillerson said U.S. opposition to Iran was limited to 
Tehran’s “destabilising activities” in the wider West Asian 
region and sought help from countries with ties with Iran 
to push it to stop its regional activities.
Dialogue as a means
Ms. Swaraj also indicated that the U.S. may have to con-
sider dialogue as a means of resolving the North Korean 
issue, and said, “India’s trade relation with North Korea 
is minimal and the Indian embassy in Pyongyang is very 
small. But we do have an embassy. I have told Secre-
tary Tillerson that some of your friendly countries should 
maintain embassies there so that some channels of com-
munication remain open. On many occasions you may 
have to talk to them to resolve issues through dialogue so 
at least let one country that you consider friendly maintain 
its embassy. I think he has understood and appreciated 
our position to maintain our embassy in Pyongyang,”the 
Minister said.
India and North Korea have maintained diplomatic of-
fices in each other’s capitals, though New Delhi recently 
banned trade of most goods with the country, except in 
food or medicine.
The discussions also covered the H1B visa issue and 
Ms. Swaraj noted that some bills pending with the U.S. 
Congress may harm the skilled professionals of India. “I 

have again raised the issue because in view of the close 
India-U.S. ties, skilled professionals of India expect that 
they should not be harmed,” she said, explaining that In-
dia has engaged both the Congress and the White House 
to prevent any negative step on this issue.

Centre to aid offshore e-commerce play
The Union government is working on a new policy to ex-
pand the footprint of the Indian e-commerce sector to tap 
potential markets outside the country, including Africa 
and Southeast Asia.
This is part of efforts to achieve the target of making India 
a trillion-dollar digital economy in the next seven years, a 
senior official of the Electronics and Information Technol-
ogy Ministry told The Hindu .
Two aspects
“We are working on a policy framework for expanding the 
e-commerce economy. There will be two aspects to it — 
one will focus on expansion within India, and the other 
on global expansion. The e-commerce economy should 
cross borders and capitalise on foreign markets,” the of-
ficial said.
Currently, the Ministry is looking at tapping markets such 
as Southeast Asia, West Asia, SAARC countries such as 
Afghanistan, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Nepal, the Maldives, 
Pakistan and Sri Lanka, and BRICS partners (Brazil, 
Russia, China and South Africa).
The e-commerce economy is currently pegged at $30 bil-
lion, and the government expects it to grow at $150 billion 
by 2024-25.
The Ministry says the digital economy in the country 
was forecast to generate employment for about 30 mil-
lion people by 2024-25, “which is double than the current 
scenario”.
Top contributors
While electronics, telecom and IT/ITeS sector will be the 
top three contributors with 8.9 million, 8.8 million and 6.5 
million jobs, respectively, e-commerce is expected to cre-
ate jobs for 6 million people. “e-commerce is set to grow 
19-fold in generating employment,” the official said.
The government is also working on a strategy to make 
India a hub for data analytics, cloud computing and fi-
nancial technology, besides encouraging development 
of Internet of Things, to push the digital economy. “The 
national programme for developing 5 lakh resources for 
data analytics and AI [Artificial Intelligence] will be formu-
lated and approved by the end of this year,” the official 
said.
Data Protection Act
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The official said the Data Protection Act, the draft of which 
is likely to be ready by December 2017, will provide a pol-
icy framework on digital economy, including social media. 
The government will also ready a security framework for 
mobile devices and the mobile application ecosystem by 
March 2018.

SEBI tweaks block deal norms; least order 
size is now Rs. 10 cr.
Markets regulator SEBI     revised the framework for 
‘block deals’ by providing two separate trading windows 
of 15 minutes each and increasing the minimum order 
size to Rs. 10 crore.
Ensuring confidentiality
The move is aimed at ensuring confidentiality of the large 
trades and stable prices for such transactions.
The block deal window is provided for buyers and sell-
ers to execute trades for a large number of shares. Such 
deals are usually negotiated before their execution.
Under the new rules, SEBI would provide two block deal 
windows — morning and afternoon — of 15 minutes du-
ration each.
Besides, the regulator has increased the minimum order 
size for execution of trades in the block deal window to 
Rs. 10 crore. Presently, block deal for shares worth Rs. 5 
crore through a single transaction is allowed.
The decision has been taken as SEBI received sugges-
tions from market participants to review the block deal 
framework.
The final norms have been put in place after taking into 
consideration views of market participants and Second-
ary Market Advisory Committee (SMAC).
The morning window would operate from 8:45 a.m. to 9 
a.m. and the reference price for execution of block deals 
in this window would be the previous day’s closing price 
of the stock.
With regard to afternoon window, the regulator said it 
would operate from 2:05 pm to 2:20 pm.
The pricing would be based on the volume weighted av-
erage market price (VWAP) of the trades executed in the 
stock in the cash segment between 1:45 p.m. to 2 p.m.

‘India has to spend Rs. 50 lakh cr on infra’
India would need to spend about Rs. 50 lakh crore be-
tween fiscal 2018 and 2022 to build its infrastructure in a 
sustainable manner, rating agency Crisil said.
“India will see close to Rs. 3,000 crore investment per 
day in infrastructure sector, and 56% more than the Rs. 

37 lakh crore projected spend between fiscals 2013 and 
2017,” said AshuSuyash, MD and CEO, Crisil Ltd. while 
unveiling the agency’s Infrastructure Yearbook 2017.
“Spending of such magnitude requires expeditious reso-
lution of the problem of stressed assets in banking, front-
ending of bankable projects, comprehensive re-tooling of 
public-private-partnership frameworks, and deepening of 
the infrastructure financing ecosystem, which is of tre-
mendous importance,” she said.
The report comes two days after the Centre announced 
it would spend about Rs. 7 lakh crore to build more than 
83,000 kms of highways by 2022.
   , the agency also unveiled CrisilInfraInvex, an ‘invest-
ability’ index that would track, measure and assess the 
development, maturity and investment attractiveness of 
infrastructure sectors. “For years now, the government 
has been doing the heavy lifting in terms of infrastructure 
investments. However, having only the public investment 
cylinder firing is not good enough. Accelerating private 
sector investments is an essential complementarity, and 
the other cylinder that needs to fire,” Crisil said.
‘Most attractive’
“The CrisilInfraInvex scores for 2017 show power trans-
mission sector the most attractive to invest in currently, 
followed by roads and highways, and renewable energy,” 
said Sameer Bhatia, president of the Crisil Infrastructure 
Advisory. NITI Aayog CEO Amitabh Kant pitched for chan-
nelling insurance and pension funds for financing infra-
structure projects as also for a complete re-examination 
of the viability gap funding (VGF) scheme. Infrastructure 
sector has suffered in India due to under-investment for 
a long time, he said. “We need to build up environment 
to tap pension and insurance funds for investments in 
infrastructure projects... VGF scheme needs a complete 
re-examination,” Mr. Kant said at the Crisil India Infra-
structure Conclave here.
He said in the last three years, the Centre had put in ‘lots 
of resources’ in building infrastructure such as roads and 
airports, almost making up for private sector investment 
in such projects. “You can do it in the short run but not 
for the long run. The challenge is to bring private invest-
ments back in the infrastructure sector.”

SIDBI revamps portal for easy credit access
Small Industries Development Bank of India (SIDBI) has 
revamped its portalwww.udyamimitra.inwith enhanced 
features to provide easy access to credit and hand-hold-
ing services for micro small medium enterprises (MSME).
Transparency ensured
“The portal brings transparency and competition among 
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lenders and removes the need to approach several banks 
individually,” SIDBI said in a statement.
“In the market place, any bank, other than those request-
ed, can also pick up the application for sanction, thus 
bringing in best option to MSMEs,” it added.
The portal is mobile-enabled and provides a self-assess-
ment module (auto assisting in categorization).
It sends various information on registered MSMEs from 
time to time.
It also allows loan applications to be perused and picked 
up by multiple lenders.
“The revamped version of the portal is planned to lev-
erage the experiences to create and implement a much 
larger platform to transform the digital landscape for 
MSME loans,” SIDBI said.

Schindler to make escalators in India as 
demand goes up
Swiss elevators and escalators major Schindler India is 
gearing up to start manufacturing escalators in the coun-
try to cater to the growing demand from metros, airports, 
shopping malls and railway stations, said a top company 
executive. This will make Schindler the first MNC to man-
ufacture escalators in India.
“Our plant will be ready by December and we have al-
ready started vendor development programme. We will 
start trial production in April and the first batch of escala-
tors will roll out in May or June 2018,” said Uday Kulkarni, 
president, Schindler India and South East Asia. He said 
the company had invested Rs. 100 crore in the escala-
tor plant that is almost ready on the company’s premises 
at Chakan near Pune. This is part of the Rs. 600 crore 
investment the company had committed in its first phase 
of operations which includes a manufacturing facility for 
elevators, a testing centre and Schindler University. The 
elevators plant with a capacity of 12,000 units has been 
operational since 2014.
The escalator plant will have a capacity of 1,100 to 1,200 
units per year, but in 2018 the company will manufacture 
200 escalators, Mr. Kulkarni said. Infrastructure escala-
tors will be manufactured from 2019, he said.
India’s escalators market is estimated at 3,500 units 
which is projected to grow to 4,000 to 5,000 units fol-
lowing demand for infrastructure segment which includes 
metros, railways and airport. This is as compared to more 
than 60,000 elevators sold in India every year.
For escalators, the company will start with 40% local con-
tent, which would be scaled up to 60% by 2020. Plans 
are on to export to Bangladesh and some neighbouring 

countries.
‘Digital Plan’
Meanwhile, the company has introduced a ‘Schindler 
Digital Plan’ to help architects and planners with product 
and design information while building and planning.

‘Decision on fishing subsidies certain in 
WTO’s Dec. meet’
An agreement on elimination of ‘harmful’ fisheries sub-
sidies is likely to be the only major outcome at the 
forthcoming meeting of the World Trade Organisation’s 
(WTO) highest decision-making body called the ‘Ministe-
rial Conference’, according to the head of the principal 
United Nations (UN) agency handling issues related to 
trade, investment and development.
On what could probably be among the ‘deliverables’ at 
the WTO’s Ministerial Conference meeting at Buenos 
Aires (Argentina) in December 2017, MukhisaKituyi, Sec-
retary-General, UN Conference on Trade and Develop-
ment (UNCTAD), said: “I cannot quite point at a concrete 
set of harvests. However, one thing that is increasingly 
looking certain is the (agreement on) removal of harmful 
fisheries subsidies.”
In an exclusive interview to The Hindu on the sidelines of 
an event organised by the industry body FICCI and the 
non-profit organisation CUTS International, Mr. Kituyi, 
said, “That (elimination of ‘harmful’ fisheries subsidies) 
could be concretely harvested (at the WTO’s Buenos 
Aires meet). The last time I checked, they (the WTO 
member countries) were already discussing, negotiating 
on the text, which means they have a basis of an agree-
ment. I don’t know of any other major area where there 
can be, or is, much optimism.”
In May, a UN statement cited fisheries experts from UNC-
TAD and said, “Harmful fishing subsidies (globally) that 
contribute to overfishing are estimated to be as high as 
$35 billion.”
On whether a ‘permanent solution to the issue of pub-
lic stock-holding for food security purposes’ would be a 
part of the outcomes as it is an issue of huge importance 
to developing countries including India, Mr. Kituyi, who 
was earlier Kenya’s Minister of Trade and Industry, said, 
“maybe... That could also happen in Buenos Aires.” He, 
however, did not elaborate.
‘No’ to e-commerce talks
Asked about the probability of introduction of “new is-
sues” like ‘e-commerce’, ‘trade facilitation in services’ 
and ‘investment facilitation’ into the WTO’s ongoing Doha 
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Round negotiations, he said, the “main argument of 
many developing countries” currently is that “there is a lot 
of stuff on the deck already, which needs to be sorted out 
before you go into new issues.”
He added, “I have seen that many developing countries 
are not ready to allow e-commerce to be negotiated 
(at the WTO) at this stage. They want to ensure that e-
commerce is an enabler for development, without going 
into rule-making at the WTO... That is a line they have 
always had. I saw that coming out of some leading Afri-
can governments at a joint resolution recently.” A recent 
WTO statement quoted Susana Malcorra, Argentine min-
ister and Chair of the WTO’s 11th Ministerial Conference 
(MC), as saying, “There is life after Buenos Aires.”
The WTO further quoted her as saying that members 
needed to decide which issues were “ripe” for a deci-
sion at the MC and which may not yet be ready, but for 
which a process could be agreed to put these issues “in 
motion beyond Buenos Aires,” with an eye toward reach-
ing agreement in the near term. Another WTO statement 
said, “At a meeting of all WTO members on October 24 
to discuss the preparations for the WTO’s MC in Buenos 
Aires, (WTO) Director-General Roberto Azevêdo called 
for flexibility and pragmatism in order to advance debates 
ahead of the MC.”
The statement quoted Mr. Azevêdo as saying, “I hope 
that we can leave Buenos Aires with members commit-
ted to strengthening the trading system and with a clear 
path forward for our future work on as many issues as 
possible.”

Ease of business: India in top 100
India will leapfrog 30 places to the 100th position out of 
190 countries in the World Bank’s Doing Business Re-
port, high-level sources have confirmed to The Hindu .
According to a source involved in the exercise — the re-
port is expected to be released on October 31 — “India 
will hit a century.”
This huge jump in the country’s ranking is thanks to re-
forms in areas such as ‘starting a business’, ‘dealing with 
construction permits’, and ‘resolving insolvency’, where 
it was placed a lowly 155, 185 and 136 respectively last 
year.
The source said, “The low rank last year galvanised India 
to act. There was an explicit order from the Prime Minis-
ter (Narendra Modi) to ensure faster reforms to improve 
India’s rankings.” India was ranked a poor 130 overall last 
year, up by just one place from the 131 rank in the previ-
ous year.
Future prospects

On the future prospects for India, the source said, “If India 
maintains this momentum, it can jump to a rank in double 
digits next year,” adding that Mumbai and Delhi — the 
two cities covered in the Report — had responded well to 
the government’s call for improvement. The Department 
of Industrial Policy and Promotion systematically worked 
with the line ministries and State governments to “get 
things done on the ground”, the source said.

Tech giants are paying huge salaries for scarce 
talent in artificial intelligence
Silicon Valley’s start-ups have always had a recruiting ad-
vantage over the industry’s giants: take a chance on us 
and we’ll give you an ownership stake that could make 
you rich if the company is successful.
Now the tech industry’s race to embrace artificial intel-
ligence may render that advantage moot — at least for 
the few prospective employees who know a lot about AI.
Tech’s biggest firms are placing huge bets on artificial in-
telligence, banking on things ranging from face-scanning 
smartphones and conversational coffee-table gadgets to 
computerised healthcare and autonomous vehicles. As 
they chase this future, they are doling out salaries that 
are startling even in an industry that has never been shy 
about lavishing a fortune on top talent.
Typical AI specialists, including both Ph.Ds fresh out 
of school and people with less education and just a 
few years of experience, can be paid from $300,000 to 
$500,000 a year or more in salary and company stock, 
according to nine people who work for major tech compa-
nies or have entertained job offers from them.
All of them requested anonymity because they did not 
want to damage their professional prospects.
Well-known names in AI have received compensation in 
salary and shares in a company’s stock that total single- 
or double-digit millions over a four- or five-year period. 
And at some point, they renew or negotiate a new con-
tract, much like a professional athlete. At the top end are 
executives with experience managing AI projects.
In a court filing this year, Google revealed that one of 
the leaders of its self-driving-car division, Anthony Lev-
andowski, a long-time employee who started with Google 
in 2007, took home more than $120 million in incentives 
before joining Uber last year through the acquisition of a 
start-up he had co-founded.
Catalysts for the spike
Salaries are spiralling so fast that some joke the tech in-
dustry needs a National Football League-style salary cap 
on AI specialists. “That would make things easier,” said 
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Christopher Fernandez, one of Microsoft’s hiring manag-
ers. “A lot easier.”
There are a few catalysts for such salaries. The auto 
industry is competing with Silicon Valley for the same 
experts who can help build self-driving cars. Tech firms 
like Facebook and Google also have plenty of money to 
throw around and problems that they think AI can help 
solve, like building digital assistants for smartphones and 
home gadgets and spotting offensive content.
Most of all, there is shortage of talent, and the big firms 
are trying to land as much of it as they can. Solving tough 
AI problems is not like building the flavour-of-the-month 
smartphone app. Globally, fewer than 10,000 people 
have the skills necessary to tackle serious artificial intel-
ligence research, according to Element AI, an independ-
ent lab in Montreal.
Costs at an AI lab called DeepMind, acquired by Google 
for a reported $650 million in 2014, when it employed 
about 50 people, illustrate the issue. Last year, the lab’s 
“staff costs” as it expanded to 400 employees totalled 
$138 million, or $345,000 an employee.
With so few AI specialists available, big tech firms are 
also hiring the brightest of academia. In the process, they 
are limiting the number of professors who can teach the 
technology. Uber hired 40 people from Carnegie Mellon’s 
groundbreaking AI programme in 2015 to work on its self-
driving-car project.
Over the last few years, four of the best-known AI re-
searchers in academia have left or taken leave from their 
professorships at Stanford University.
At the University of Washington, six of 20 AI professors 
are now on leave or partial leave and working for outside 
companies.

The Recap Recap
On 24 October, finance minister Arun Jaitley unveiled a 
slew of measures to mitigate what the Economic Survey 
called the “Twin Balance Sheet (TBS) crisis with Indian 
characteristics”. The cornerstone of suggested meas-
ures is a Rs2.11 trillion package for the beleaguered 
banking sector. Chief economic advisor Arvind Subrama-
nian called this package Brahmastra—the most effective 
weapon in the Hindu mythology.
What are the main components of the pack-
age?
This package has two components. It envisages a 
Rs76,000 crore outlay out of existing resources. Out of 
the present budgetary allocation for bank recapitaliza-
tion this fiscal year, Rs18,000 crore will be “released”. 
Further, banks will have to raise the remaining Rs58,000 

crore from the stock market. As “Indradhanush” (the ex-
isting recapitalization programme) includes both these el-
ements, this component is a reiteration of existing meas-
ures. 
What is new is the proposed bond scheme worth Rs1.35 
trillion. This scheme will work in two legs. In the first leg, 
the government will issue securities to banks. In the sec-
ond leg, cash received from the sale of securities will be 
ploughed back. 
Typically, cash infusion takes two forms. In the first form, 
the government purchases bank equity, preference 
shares or similar instruments. Effectively, the government 
is buying a slice of the entire loan portfolio. This mecha-
nism was tried in India in the early 1990s. The second 
option involves buying stressed assets from the banks 
and taking them off the banks’ balance sheet. The US’ 
Troubled Assets Relief Program (TARP) used both these 
mechanisms. 
Arvind Subramanian has recently argued in favour of 
buying stressed assets for two reasons. First, cleaner 
balance sheets will encourage private capital investment 
in banks; second, taking troubled assets off the balance 
sheet will free bank management to pursue business 
without being distracted by the management of bad as-
sets.
What are the benefits of the scheme?
The package will ensure that the banks are able to ab-
sorb losses arising out of bankruptcy procedures and 
write downs, without compromising their capital adequa-
cy and other regularly ratios. Further, in the absence of 
regulatory forbearance, banks must prepare for the even-
tual roll-out of the Basel-III based prudential norms which 
require separate capital charges for market, credit and 
operational risks, respectively. Both require substantial 
capital infusion.
As the central government is legally required to hold not 
less than 51% of the paid-up capital of nationalized banks, 
a fully market-led bank recapitalization programme can 
be ruled out. In a sense, bonds are the only option left 
on the table.
What are the various design features and their 
respective pros and cons?
A successful bank recapitalization programme must 
balance many delicate considerations. It should make 
systemically critical banks profitable and reduce their li-
quidity, duration and interest risks. At the same time, the 
recapitalization programme should keep fiscal cost low. It 
should not crowd out private investment and spike yield 
rates. Naturally, it must be consistent with the legal re-
quirements.
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The first interesting question is whether the securities will 
be issued by the government or some Special Purpose 
Vehicle (SPV) guaranteed by it. This will have implica-
tions for the computation of the headline fiscal deficit 
number. The Fiscal Responsibility and Budgetary Man-
agement Act (FRBM, together with associated rules) 
imposes a limit on the fiscal deficit-to-GDP ratio. Fiscal 
deficit is defined as any borrowing that flows into the con-
solidated fund of India. 
In some cases, the government has circumvented these 
provisions by borrowing through special securities, es-
sentially treating them under a sovereign guarantee 
framework. However, FRBM also imposes a ceiling of 
0.5% of the GDP for assuming incremental guarantees in 
a financial year. It will be interesting to watch how these 
limits are circumvented. One possibility is that FRBM 
rules may be amended.
Second, there must be balance between parliamentary 
accountability and autonomy of the capital infusion pro-
cess. As long as public funds are being utilized, there will 
be public scrutiny. But a close involvement of the finance 
ministry will politicize the process, which is bound to be 
controversial. 
The third issue is whether securities will be tradable and 
counted towards SLR requirement. If these are included 
in SLR requirement and there is no restriction on their 
transferability, they will compete with new issues of G 
Sec paper and drive up yields. Downside of restriction 
on tradability is that it makes the instrument illiquid. If the 
bank holding such securities is liquidity-constrained, it 
will find it difficult to operate even after recapitalization.
Fourth, what will be the maturity profile of a bond issue? 
A longer dated bond will be deemed risky; it will have a 
larger coupon payment. Moreover, it will be less liquid. 
Conversely, short-term bonds will have to be redeemed 
sooner and they will sharply increase fiscal deficit in the 
year of redemption.
Fifth, there will be a trade-off between bank profitability 
and fiscal cost due to interest payment. If coupon pay-
ment is set below market price, it will reduce the profit-
ability of the bank. If it is issued at market price, then the 
exchequer must bear the loss.
Ultimately, there is unlikely to be a homogeneous issue. 
Most likely, these bonds will be packaged into multiple 
chunks of varying characteristics to meet multiple objec-
tives. Further, there will be restructuring along the way. 
Recap bonds issued in the 1990s were structured twice.
Is the recapitalization package really cost-
less?

This is a tricky question. One way to answer this question 
is to look at the earlier experience. Between 1994 and 
1998, bonds officially titled “10 percent GOI Nationalised 
Bank Special Securities 2006”, worth Rs20,446 crore, 
were issued to 19 PSU banks. In 2002, these recapitali-
zation bonds were restructured into perpetuities (securi-
ties that pay a fixed sum forever). Again in 2007, these 
perpetuities were restructured into marketable securities 
of 15, 20 and 25 years’ tenure.
Budget documents reveal that the special securities is-
sued to nationalized banks (converted into marketable 
securities; total value Rs20,808 crore) are still outstand-
ing. Annual interest outlay on these securities is approxi-
mately Rs1712 crore; these securities will be redeemed 
(paid back) at face value in 2022, 2027 and 2032, re-
spectively. Bonds amortize the cost of recapitalization 
over a very long period. Still, they are not costless; there 
is no free lunch.
But wait a minute. There is a crucial difference between 
bailouts in the 1990s and the present case. Previous bank 
losses were a result of priority sector lending; essentially, 
they had to be written off. Current stressed assets are 
concentrated in the corporate sector. The government is 
actually buying these assets on distress prices. Some of 
these assets will be duds. But some of these companies 
are suffering from a temporary liquidity crunch; their cur-
rent prices are lower than long term value. They may turn 
out to be jackpots. Historically, bailout packages such 
as the one involving the hedge fund Long-Term Capital 
Management (LTCM) have actually made money.
That said, there is still a huge lemons problem. Banks 
and market participants know their asset portfolios much 
better than government officials; they would like to of-
fload junk assets, while retaining good assets. This infor-
mational asymmetry is one reason for preferring bank re-
capitalization (in which the government essentially buys 
the average loan pool) over buying stressed assets.
Will it revive investment, growth and employ-
ment immediately?
In the short run, corporate investment in India is con-
strained by multiple factors. These include lower de-
mand, high cost of raw materials, uncertainty due to the 
GST transition and ongoing bankruptcy procedures. It is 
unlikely that bank recapitalization alone will solve these 
problems and revive capital expenditure cycle, at least in 
the short run. 
Having said that, banks remain the heart of the financial 
system in India and their capitalization is critical for sav-
ings mobilization, credit offtake and revival of investment 
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demand over the medium term. 
An end to crony capitalism?
The only costless way to manage the NPA crisis is to 
grow out of it. Given the long-term growth potential, the 
Indian economy will ultimately survive the NPA crisis. But 
the recurrence of NPA crises within two decades shows 
that banking sector policies require a major overhaul. 
The NPA crisis is ultimately a reflection of skewed incen-
tives, in particular moral hazard. Banking sector reforms 
following recapitalization are perhaps as important as the 
specifics of the bail-out programme.

GoM for composition scheme tax cut
The Group of Ministers set up to make the GST composi-
tion scheme more attractive     suggested lowering tax 
rates for manufacturers and restaurants under the plan 
to 1%.
At present, while manufacturers pay GST at 2%, the rate 
for restaurants is 5%. Traders currently pay 1%.
The GoM, headed by Assam Finance Minister Himanta-
BiswaSarma, has also suggested doing away with the 
tax rate distinction between AC and non-AC restau-
rants (those that are not covered under the composition 
scheme) and tax them at 12%.
Currently, GST is levied at 12% on non-AC restaurants, 
while it is 18% for air-conditioned ones.
It also suggested that hotels which have a room tariff of 
more than Rs. 7,500 should attract 18%, down from the 
current 28%. The composition scheme is open to manu-
facturers, restaurants and traders whose turnover does 
not exceed Rs. 1 crore. This threshold was earlier Rs. 75 
lakh and the GST Council earlier this month raised it to 
Rs. 1 crore from October 1.
With regard to traders, the GoM suggested a two-pronged 
approach for taxation under the scheme.
Tax on traders
It suggested that traders who want to exclude the sale 
proceeds of tax-free items from their turnover can pay 
1% GST. However, for those traders who pay tax on total 
turnover, the tax rate has been proposed at 0.5%. At the 
moment, all traders under the scheme pay a 1% rate of 
tax on their total turnover.
“The GoM decided that tax rates under the composition 
scheme for restaurants and manufacturers be lowered to 
1%. For traders, the ministerial group suggested two tax 
rates,” an official told PTI.
The GoM also recommended allowing businesses who 
are engaged in inter-State sales to avail the composition 
scheme, he added.
While a regular taxpayer has to pay taxes on a monthly 

basis, a composition supplier is required to file only one 
return and pay taxes on a quarterly basis.
The indirect revenue collection by the government may 
fall short of the target this fiscal due to disruption caused 
by the GST roll-out, a top official said    .
For the year ending March 2018, the government had 
budgeted Rs. 9.68 trillion collection from customs and 
GST. However, the official of the Central Board of Excise 
and Customs (CBEC) made it clear that there was no 
plan to revise the revenue collection target for the year.
“The revenue collection target from customs and GST, 
which put together is Rs. 9.68 trillion for the current fiscal, 
seems difficult for the department [to achieve] at the mo-
ment, keeping in view the recent GST roll-out,” Vanaja N. 
Sarna, Chairperson, CBEC, told PTI here.
Moreover, the department would not penalise traders for 
any default on tax payment at the moment, Ms. Sarna 
said.

Road projects, the real stimulus package
The growth of cement demand in south India has been 
in single digits for the last five years. Ever an optimist , 
N. Srinivasan , vice-chairman and MD of The India Ce-
ments, however, is convinced that the industry is on the 
cusp of a positive change. In an interview, he hinted at 
better times for the industry, what with the Centre an-
nouncing a mega stimulus package. Read in tandem 
with its already announced focus on providing affordable 
housing, the prognosis appears to be good for the indus-
try. Excerpts:
There has been a prolonged ‘down’ cycle in 
cement demand. What has caused this?
It is a fact that we have not seen a sharp increase in de-
mand in the recent past… 2010-11 was the year in which 
we had double-digit growth. In the last phase of UPA II 
(United Progressive Alliance), several issues took centre 
stage. And, development was not there. There is a huge 
expectation that by the time the first Narendra Modi term 
is over, the economy would have bounced back.
When we look at the economy, it is not just the Centre that 
contributes. All the states also have to pull their weight. If 
you look at the south … for more than a year now, there 
[has been] confusion in Tamil Nadu. In Karnataka, the 
confusion is [there] to a lesser extent. Andhra and Tel-
angana are only now slowly settling down as separate 
states. If you take this year, the demand for cement has 
grown sharply by 8% in central zone, by 10-12% in east-
ern zone and de-grown in the north, the west and the 
south. In the last few months, we have seen a slow but 
sure revival of demand in Andhra and Telangana due to 
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various housing and irrigation schemes. The non-availability of sand has stifled cement demand in Tamil Nadu. Maha-
rashtra has seen increased demand on the back of various road and infrastructure projects that have been announced. 
The revival would been faster but for the very heavy rains in these states. In Andhra and Telangana, a lot of orders were 
placed. But cement could not be delivered because sites were flooded.
What is the scenario in terms of capacity use?
The total cement capacity in India is 410 million tonnes. The demand is 280 million tonnes. If I break this further down, 
150 million tonnes of capacity is in the south. The demand in the south is 66 million tonnes. If I take out 66 million tonnes 
out of 280 million tonnes, the demand in the rest of India is 214 million tonnes… versus a capacity of 260 million tonnes.
This means over 80% capacity utilisation in the rest of the country. In the south, the demand is 66 million tonnes as 
against a production capacity of 150 million tonnes. If I break it down further, the capacity in the west is 52 million tonnes 
and the demand 77% [of that].
If I take the east, the capacity is 58 million tonnes and the demand 48 million tonnes. In the central zone, the capacity 
is 54 million tonnes and the demand 44 million tonnes. In the north, the demand is 71 million versus a capacity of 86 
million tonnes.
With such a muted scene in the south, how do you see demand shaping up?
No doubt demand growth has been slightly slow. Once the recently announced road projects kick-starts, it will give a 
big boost to demand along with the affordable housing thrust. Once these projects kick off, other zones will run out of 
capacity and then the cement has to move from the south to other parts. There will be always more capacity in the south 
… more than 25% of limestone reserves are in Andhra Pradesh and Telangana. For instance, The India Cements is 
sitting on a limestone reserve of 2.2 billion tonnes and can produce cement well into future. There is no constraint, and 
I can choose when to expand.
Why was growth muted in the last five years? Is excess capacity a reason?
The cement industry always produces capacity ahead of demand. And in India, we consume all the cement we make. 
India has the biggest cement capacity after China, which has more than 1.5 billion tonnes. Next to us is America which 
has a cement capacity of 75 million tonnes.
The gap between us and the next [country] is very large. But we consume all of it. We have left behind many countries 
in cement demand. Even today, without large infrastructure projects, there has been a demand for 280 million tonnes… 
primarily due to housing projects. We keep saying growth is not there. In 2008-09, we were at 175 million tonnes. Now, 
we are at 410 million tonnes.
We have not grown to the extent we have created capacity. You have created capacity ahead of demand. That is always 
the case. If that is not done, there would have been times when you would have had cement shortage.
Cement industry is not given credit for having created the capacity which enabled you to fulfil all the demand. Cement 
is the largest contributor to exchequer, paying more than Rs. 50,000 crore in taxes. In the GST regime, we are in the 
highest tax bracket.
When do you expect the just-announced road projects to take shape?
To me, road projects are the real stimulus package. I am hoping that these take shape in the next six months. I see this 
having a similar impact like the golden quadrilateral project implemented under the leadership of former prime minister 
Atal Bihari Vajpayee. Not only the cement industry would benefit but it will also create big [opportunities for] employment. 
More importantly, the recent road project announcement will encompass the whole country.
Road projects tend to have a significant multiplier effect of over eight times. Also, the affordable housing initiative is itself 
going to consume millions of tonnes of cement. If these projects are implemented well, the cement demand would be 
boosted.
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Myanmar to take back Rohingya
Amid mounting international pressure on Myanmar to 
end atrocities on Rohingya people, Bangladesh and My-
anmar     agreed to form a joint panel for repatriation of 
Rohingya refugees.
The joint panel was proposed by Myanmar to take back 
the Rohingya who had come to Bangladesh, fleeing the 
violence in the Rakhine State since August 25.
“Myanmar has proposed taking back the Rohingya refu-
gees. We have agreed on forming a joint working group 
to oversee the repatriation process,” Bangladesh Foreign 
Minister A.H. Mahmud Ali told the media in Dhaka     after 
holding a meeting with visiting Myanmarese Minister of 
the Office of State Counsellor Kyaw Tint Swe.
“Kyaw Tint Swe has shown interest in taking them [the 
Rohingya] back after forming a joint working group to 
identify the Rohingya people,” said Mr. Ali. However, the 
Myanmar Minister did not said anything about the frame-
work of the commission.
This was the first bilateral meeting between the two coun-
tries since refugees entered Bangladesh following ac-
tions by the Myanmarese security forces in late August. 
According to the UN, more than five lakh Rohingya peo-
ple have entered Bangladesh since August 25.
Mr. Ali also said that Bangladeshi Home Minister Asaduz-
zaman Khan Kamal will visit Myanmar soon to “discuss 
with the Myanmar government regarding border security 
and border management issue”.

Japan signals intent on Silk Road
Avoiding a zero-sum trap, Japan has signalled its intent 
to take advantage of the China-led Belt and Road Initia-
tive (BRI), notwithstanding its high-profile engagement 
with India, as seen during Prime Minister Shinzo Abe’s 
India visit.
The multi-track diplomatic approach pursued by Japan 
became evident when its logistics giant Nippon Express 
signed a major cargo deal in mid-August with Kazakh-
stan’s state railway company. Under the agreement, the 
two companies will team up to transport goods from Chi-
na’s east coast to Europe through Central Asia.
Nippon Express will be involved in aggregating goods 
from Japan, Korea and other parts of Southeast Asia. 
These items will be pooled together at the Chinese port 
of Lianyungang in the East China Sea.

Steel silk road
The “steel silk road” — a reference to Beijing’s trans-
continental rail enterprise — is one of the most visible 
symbols of the BRI, which has a sweeping land and mari-
time dimension of seamless connectivity between Asia, 
Europe and Africa.
In view of the new trade and investment opportunities 
opening up in the BRI zone, including Central Asia, the 
Japanese Chamber of Commerce and Industry has set 
up a liaison office in China.
Japan’s mega banks, including the Bank of Tokyo-Mit-
subishi UFJ and Mizuho Bank, have also looking for ex-
panding their China operations, in view of the BRI.
Prime Minister Abe has already flagged his interest in the 
BRI, provided the plan follows the rules of transparency 
and fairness. However, Tokyo has so far desisted from 
participating in the China-initiated Asian Infrastructure In-
vestment Bank (AIIB), which is expected to support BRI 
projects, which focus on Asia.
In tune with the commercial opportunities offered by the 
BRI, Japan is sending important political signals for reviv-
ing ties with Beijing. Last week, Mr. Abe paid a surprise 
visit at a ceremony marking China’s National Day — a 
step that no Japanese Prime Minister has taken in the 
last 15 years.

Tehran complying with agreement, says IAEA
The UN atomic agency chief   affirmed Iran’s commitment 
to a 2015 nuclear deal, in a statement that came as U.S. 
President Donald Trump said Tehran was not living up to 
the “spirit” of the agreement.
“I can state that the nuclear-related commitments un-
dertaken by Iran under the (nuclear agreement) are be-
ing implemented,” International Atomic Energy Agency 
(IAEA) chief Yukiya Amano said.
An IAEA report had also affirmed Iran’s compliance with 
the programme, which froze some of Tehran’s nuclear 
activities. Iran’s stock of low-enriched uranium — used 
for peaceful purposes, but when further processed for a 
weapon — did not exceed the agreed limit of 300 kilos, 
the report said. It added that Iran “has not pursued the 
construction of the Arak... reactor.”

Rohingya crisis worse than Syria’s, says UN
The Rohingya refugee crisis is worse than the exodus 
from Syria, William Lacy Swing, Director-General of the 
UN’s International Organisation for Migration (IOM), says.
The Rohingya exodus from southwest Myanmar to south-

International
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east Bangladesh is “man-made” and “needs a political 
solution”, Mr. Swing said here.
He said the international community should treat the refu-
gee influx as “a top priority” so that the problem was re-
solved quickly and refugees were able to go back to their 
country.
Mr. Swing, a career diplomat from the U.S., visited the 
Tamru border in Bandarban district in southeast Bangla-
desh, where thousands of Rohingya are stranded on no 
man’s land between Bangladesh and Myanmar.
Talking to The Hindu after the border visit, he said: “This 
[Rohingya exodus] clearly is the one that has seen faster 
pace than any other. In terms of numbers of people — I 
don’t think that anytime recently we have that many peo-
ple crossing the border in a small period of time between 
four to five weeks,” the IOM chief said, in reply to a ques-
tion if the exodus was growing at a rate faster than it was 
in Syria in 2013.
Terrible atrocities
According to the Bangladesh government, between 
August 25 and October 11, a total of 5,36,000Rohing-
ya Muslims from Rakhine State in southwest Myanmar 
crossed over to southeast Bangladesh.
Many of them told this correspondent that their fam-
ily members were killed and houses set on fire “by the 
Myanmar Army, local police and the ethnic community of 
Rakhine”.
International humanitarian agencies, such as the IOM, 
vetted the recent refugee figure of the Bangladesh gov-
ernment’s Refugee, Relief and Repatriation Commission.
“It [building pressure on Myanmar] has to be given top pri-
ority so that there [remains] a possibility of [the refugees] 
resuming their lives and returning to their livelihood and 
homes, which they have lost,” Mr. Swing said. But, mean-
while, humanitarian relief should continue, he added.
“We are going back to our [IOM] headquarters in Geneva 
to take part in the pledging [for humanitarian aid] on Oc-
tober 23,” Mr. Swing said.
The fund that the humanitarian agencies need to deal 
with the crisis is to the tune of $450 million till March 2018.
Mr. Swing said they need to continue dialogue with the 
donors and the international community to support the 
people.

President Xi set to consolidate authority
Communist Party to amend the Constitution at the Con-
gress to incorporate concepts proposed by the President
Chinese President Xi Jinping’s status as a theoretician, 

in the same league as the country’s tallest leaders Mao 
Zedong and Deng Xiaoping, is likely to be debated during 
the 19th Party Congress of the Communist Party of Chi-
na (CPC) which begins its once-in-five-years session   .
The Congress will review the work of its predecessor, 
and newly elected leadership will provide strategic direc-
tion for the future.
During a media conference    at the Great Hall of the Peo-
ple, the spokesman for the Congress, Tuo Zhen, did not 
spell out whether an amendment by the outgoing Central 
Committee of the Party — technically the most powerful 
body when the Congress in not in session — had recom-
mended that Mr. Xi’s doctrinal contributions be bracketed 
at par with the theories proposed by Mao and Deng.
“The CPC will amend its Constitution at the upcoming Na-
tional Congress to represent new governance concepts, 
thoughts and strategies proposed by the CPC Central 
Committee with Xi Jinping at its core,” Mr. Tuo said.

Strategic thoughts
He added: “The amendment will include key theories and 
strategic thoughts presented by a report to be delivered 
at the Congress.”
Wednesday’s session is expected to begin with the pres-
entation of a “work report” on the outgoing 18th Party 
Congress. It will be debated by the nearly-2,300 dele-
gates participating in the Congress.
The 19th Party Congress will also separately discuss the 
work report of the 18th Central Commission for Discipline 
and Inspection (CCDI) — the Party’s powerful anti-cor-
ruption wing. Besides, the delegates, through secret bal-
lot will elect a new Central Committee.
In turn, the Central Committee will elect a 25-member 
Politburo, as well an apex seven-member Standing Com-
mittee of the Politburo.
Central leadership
The General Secretary of the CPC, the highest ranking 
official of the party — a position currently occupied by Mr. 
Xi — would be picked from the Politburo Standing Com-
mittee’s ranks.



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 38
  News and Events of Oct. 2017

Vo
l. 

38
 O

ct
.  

20
17

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

“A new central leadership will be elected at the first ple-
nary session of the 19th Central Committee of the Com-
munist Party of China (CPC), after the conclusion of the 
19th CPC National Congress,” Mr. Tuo observed.
Analysts say that Mr. Xi’s position as the Party Gener-
al Secretary, the President as well the Chairman of the 
Central Military Commission stands confirmed. But there 
is considerable speculation regarding the remaining six 
members.
In the last few days, a view has been gaining ground that 
Wang Qishan, Mr. Xi’s top ally in the war against corrup-
tion, instead of retiring due to age, may assume a key 
leadership role in the new line-up.
Mr. Xi has been the architect of “four comprehensives”, 
which provide the theoretical foundation for achieving 
China’s two strategic goals. The first is to build a “mod-
erately prosperous society” by 2021 — the centenary of 
the CPC.
Long-term goal
The second is to build an advanced socialist society by 
2049 when the People’s Republic of China (PRC) com-
pletes 100 years of its formation.
Mr. Tuo underscored that the 19th Party Congress is of 
“vital importance as it is being held when China is striv-
ing to clinch final victory in building a society of moderate 
prosperity in all respects and the development of social-
ism with Chinese characteristics had entered a crucial 
period”.
Mr. Xi is not the first Chinese leader to make a numeri-
cally elaborated doctrinal contribution for advancing Chi-
nese society. Zhou Enlai, the first Prime Minister of the 
People’s Republic of China is credited for theorising on 
‘four modernisations’ — a blueprint which was later elab-
orated by Deng Xiaoping.
Mr. Tuo said that the 19th Party Congress would recog-
nise theoretical contributions made by some of the previ-
ous leaders. He made a special reference to the theory 
of ‘Scientific Outlook on Development’, framed by former 
President Hu Jintao and ‘Three Represents’ by Jiang 
Zemin which, at the turn of the century, made a success-
ful case for “opening up” the CPC to other members, in-
cluding representatives of the business elite.

The limits of China’s influence overNorth 
Korea
 
Their relationship is less about friendship or political 
bonds than a mutually uneasy dependency
North Korea and China share a long, porous border, sev-

eral millennia of history and deep ideological roots. Tens, 
and possibly hundreds, of thousands of Chinese soldiers, 
including Mao Zedong’s son, died to save North Korea 
from obliteration during the Korean War, and China is es-
sentially Pyongyang’s economic lifeline, responsible for 
most of its trade and oil.
However, their relationship is less about friendship or po-
litical bonds than a deep and mutually uneasy depend-
ency. Nominally allies, the neighbours operate in a near 
constant state of tension, a mix of ancient distrust and 
dislike and the grating knowledge that they are inextrica-
bly tangled up with each other, however much they might 
chafe against it.
This matters because if China is not the solution to the 
nuclear crisis, then outsiders long sold on the idea must 
recalibrate their efforts as the North approaches a viable 
arsenal of nuclear-tipped missiles capable of reaching 
the U.S. mainland, something the CIA chief this week es-
timated as only a matter of months away.`

Friends in the 1950s:A picture of Mao Zedong and North 
Korea’s leader Kim Il-sung on the Hekou Bridge which 
links the two countries.APEugeneHoshiko  

China’s disdain
One clue about how Chinese see the North can be seen 
in two widespread nicknames for Kim Jong-un — Kim 
Fatty The Third and Kim Fat FatFat.
A growing disdain among the public is reflected in China’s 
willingness to permit criticism of the North in the press, 
and to allow tougher sanctions at the UN Beijing has 
suspended coal, iron ore, seafood and textiles from the 
North.
Still, nothing China has done offsets its underlying fear 
that too much external pressure could collapse the gov-
ernment in Pyongyang. The nightmare scenario for Bei-
jing is North Korean refugees flooding into its northeast 
after Seoul takes power in Pyongyang and U.S. and 
South Korean troops occupy lands that were once con-
sidered a buffer zone.
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One way to gauge Pyongyang’s feelings for Beijing is to 
consider that Kim Jong-un has yet to visit his only ma-
jor ally, a country that accounts for 90% of North Korean 
trade, since taking power in December 2011.
Since communication at the highest levels has now virtu-
ally disappeared, Mr. Kim feels little need to pay attention 
when Beijing calls on him to stop testing nukes and mis-
siles.
In fact, North Korea has seemingly sought to humiliate 
Beijing by timing some of its missile tests for major global 
summits in China.
It can be argued that the North Korea-China relationship 
never really recovered from Beijing’s decision in 1992 to 
establish formal diplomatic relations with Seoul.
But a big part of North Korea’s “profound sense of mis-
trust” and “long-term effort to resist China’s influence” 
stems from the 1950-53 Korean War, according to James 
Person, a Korea expert at the Wilson Center think tank 
in Washington. The war is often seen as the backbone of 
the countries’ alliance, he said, but the North blamed the 
failure to conquer the South on Beijing, which had seized 
control of field operations after the near-annihilation of 
North Korean forces.

Austria’s political shift towards Right
Last Sunday, legislative elections were held in Austria, 
and its outcome might change the country’s political land-
scape once and forever. While the conservative Austrian 
People’s Party (ÖVP) emerged as the largest party in the 
National Council, winning 62 of the 183 seats, the far-right 
Freedom Party of Austria made huge gains and finished 
third with 51 seats. The Social Democratic Party (SPÖ), 
which was the largest party for years and led the govern-
ment, suffered a huge setback and received just 52 seats.
For many, this is a breaking point in Austria’s post-War his-
tory. No other far-right party has come as close to the two 
governing parties in decades as the Freedom Party did 
now. It is an open secret that the Freedom Party, which 
was founded by Nazis in the 1950s, still has neo-Nazi and 
fascist elements in its rank and file. But these did not dis-
suade a large chunk of voters from supporting it.
At the same time, those who were targeted by the Free-
dom Party for years — mainly Muslims, migrants and refu-
gees — are already feeling the heat. “It’s surreal. Literally 
everyone knows that these people are Nazis. But now they 
could become part of the government,” said Nader Uriya, 
26, from the city of Innsbruck. “Dark times are awaiting 
Muslims in Austria.”
Some Austrians are happy not to be in their home country 
at the moment. “I feel glad to not be in Austria right now. 
I fear that after the election outcome, which shows a very 

clear swing to the Right, racism and hatred could be much 
more explicit in daily life,” said Miriam Imarhiagbe, a law 
student from Vienna currently studying abroad. “Never-
theless, I also believe it should be important to be in the 
country and to oppose the current situation as much as 
possible,” she pointed out.
‘Clash of civilisations’
The strong show by the Conservatives as well as the Free-
dom Party can be explained in the context of the high-
decibel anti-immigrant rhetoric they both used during the 
campaign. They slammed what the “left-wing liberals” did 
to their country by opening the borders to refugees from 
Syria, Iraq and Afghanistan, and emphasised that a “clash 
of civilisations” was unfolding in Europe.
The Conservatives’ campaign was mainly led by the Peo-
ples Party’s 31-year-old leader Sebastian Kurz, who could 
become Austria’s youngest Chancellor. Mr. Kurz, whom 
Austrians call “Wunderwuzzi” or “the whiz kid”, once used 
to have liberal views on migration and refugee policies. 
But Mr. Kurz, who was the Foreign Minister in the outgoing 
government, changed his views later and even took credit 
for shutting down the so-called Balkan route immigrants 
were taking to reach Austria and Germany. In views that 
reflected the campaign of the far-right Freedom Party, Mr. 
Kurz also attacked distribution of social benefits among 
the newcomers.
Against this background, those who fear the current devel-
opments in Austria the most are the refugees themselves. 
“I fled from war and destruction and tried my best to start 
a new life in this country. However, my request for asy-
lum hasn’t received a reply as yet,” said Mustafa Zabuli, a 
29-year-old refugee from Afghanistan. “Many of us [refu-
gees] had noticed that there is a huge political campaign 
against us. We are literally the scapegoat for every prob-
lem. I’m very scared that those who made this rhetoric now 
won the elections,” he told this writer in Innsbruck.
“My application for asylum has been rejected once. I ex-
pect that a right-wing government will deport me immedi-
ately,” said Ali Rezaee, another refugee from Afghanistan, 
living in Innsbruck at the moment.
The Conservatives’ campaign was led by former Foreign 
Minister, the 31-year-old Sebastian Kurz, ‘the whiz kid’ 
who could become Austria’s youngest Chancellor
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security ties’
The new U.S. policy is an “opportunity” for India-U.S.-
Afghanistan cooperation on security as well as develop-
ment issues, said Afghanistan’s Chief Executive Abdullah 
Abdullah.
“India-Afghanistan cooperation had a security element 
throughout, like the helicopters India transferred, or train-
ing of Afghan troops. What was added to that was the 
announcement of the U.S. policy, which is an opportunity 
take this relationship to the trilateral level as well. So yes, 
I do see this opportunity,” Mr. Abdullah told The Hindu in 
an interview during his visit to Delhi.
When asked about Defence Minister Nirmala Sithara-
man’s statement this week that there would be “no In-
dian boots in Afghanistan,” Mr. Abdullah said that was 
because no request had been made by Afghanistan for 
Indian troops.
“It is not that if we raise demands, India would say this is 
impossible. But no demand for troops has been raised 
as such by us so far. We respect India’s position and the 
cooperation will continue in all walks of life,” he said.
Trilateral cooperation
Mr. Abdullah’s statement indicates that India, the U.S. 
and Afghanistan have been considering other ways of 
boosting the trilateral partnership in the security sphere. 
Sources said a proposal for India and the U.S. to jointly 
train Afghan special forces had been discussed, although 
no decision has been made in this regard. Earlier this 
year India and the U.S. began a pilot project to train 
peacekeeping troops from 16 African countries under a 
UN project.
Officials have also spoken of Indian cooperation with 
Russia to refurbish Soviet- era aircraft, as well as repair 
the four helicopters donated by India last year, so they 
can be used until the Afghan air force transitions to newer 
NATO hardware.
Significantly Russian President Vladimir Putin’s special 
envoy on Afghanistan was also in New Delhi for talks dur-
ing the week which saw the visits of U.S. Defence Secre-
tary James Mattis and Mr. Abdullah.

However the Afghan Chief Executive dismissed the tim-
ing of the visits as nothing more than a coincidence, and 
said there was a need for “interactions with all countries” 
rather than a competitive “great game” being played be-
tween U.S.-Europe against Russia-China-Pakistan-Iran 
in the region
“All our partners may not agree on how to approach a 
solution to the problems of Afghanistan. I feel that we 
need to bring back the [global] consensus that existed 
in 2001 [post fall of Taliban] that was a very broad one,” 
he said, referring to the global coalition against terrorism 
announced at the time.

India set to ink $4.5-bn credit deal with 
Bangladesh
Union Finance Minister Arun Jaitley arrived here    ahead 
of India and Bangladesh signing the third line of credit 
(LoC) agreement involving $4.5 billion to be spent on in-
frastructure and social sector development.
“His visit will be marked by the signing of the deal... that 
was announced during Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s 
New Delhi visit,” a Bangladesh finance ministry spokes-
man told reporters.
He said two agreements for the implementation of the 
third LoC and the ‘Joint Interpretative Notes on the Agree-
ment between India and Bangladesh for the Promotion 
and Protection of Investments’ would also be signed in 
the presence of Mr. Jaitley and his Bangladesh counter-
part A.M.A. Muhith.
“The two countries are also expected to enter into an-
other deal on investment promotion and protection during 
the visit,” the spokesman said.
A special aircraft carrying Mr. Jaitley landed at the Bang-
ladesh Air Force base    afternoon. Mr. Muhith received 
his counterpart, who was accompanied by a group of 
business leaders and senior officials on the three-day 
visit.
New visa scheme
The two countries signed the first LoC in August 2010. 
The second one was inked in March, 2016.
According to the tour schedule, Mr. Jaitley would call on 
the Bangladesh premier and inaugurate, along with his 
counterpart, a new scheme for cashless transactions in 
visa services run by the State Bank of India on behalf of 
the Indian High Commission here.

Can India protect Rohingya, SC asks govt.
Can India protect a large section of humanity comprising 

India and 
The World
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Rohingya women, children, the sick and the old who are 
“really suffering”?
This is the question the Supreme Court wants the gov-
ernment to answer.
The government, meanwhile, said the crisis over its move 
to deport 40,000 Rohingya was not “justiciable”, that is, 
the issue outside the Supreme Court’s domain.
But the court rejected this stand outright.
“I, for one, believe, from my past experience of 40 years, 
that when a petition like this comes to us under Article 
32 of the Constitution, the court should be very slow in 
abdicating its jurisdiction,” Chief Justice of India Dipak 
Misra, who leads the three-judge Bench comprising Jus-
tices A.M. Khanwilkar and D.Y. Chandrachud, responded 
to the government.
The Centre, represented by Additional Solicitor-General 
Tushar Mehta, submitted that its August 8, 2017 com-
munication to all the States to identify Rohingya and aid 
in their deportation was based on certain “executive pa-
rameters” such as diplomatic concerns, on whether the 
country can sustain such an influx of refugees and geo-
graphically whether there would be tensions and threat 
to national security. It denied saying all Rohingya were 
terrorists, but only “some of them”.
Faced with stiff resistance from the Bench, the govern-
ment climbed down to explain that whether an issue was 
justiciable or not ought to be decided on a case to case 
basis.
‘Out of sync’
Senior advocate Fali Nariman, appearing for the Roh-
ingya community, said the government “has gone out of 
sync” with its August 8 directive for deportation of Rohing-
ya. He submitted that the government’s affidavit claiming 
the question of deportation of Rohingya was exclusively 
“within its subjective domain and not justiciable” makes 
“big inroads into what we thought our Constitution was.”
He rubbished the government’s claims that the Rohingya 
refugees will eat into the resources meant for citizens. 
“Our Constitution is not made up of group rights but indi-
vidual rights,” Mr. Nariman submitted. Mr. Nariman, who 
introduced himself as a refugee from British Burma, sub-
mitted that the fundamental right to life enshrined in Arti-
cle 21 protects all “persons,” including refugees who fled 
persecution in their native countries.
Universal obligation
He said the obligation to grant asylum was universal. 
“The Government of India has constantly made efforts to 
substantiate, enhance the rights of refugees. The August 
8 communication is totally contradictory to Article 14. It 

sticks out like a sore thumb in our nation’s policy towards 
protection of refugees,” he submitted.
Mr. Nariman referred to the December 29, 2011 directive 
which laid out the standard operating procedure and in-
ternal guidelines for the Foreigner Regional Registration 
Offices (FRRO), and if necessary take steps to provide 
the foreign national with a long-term visa. This had to be 
done irrespective of religion, gender, etc.
He said India had been “supportive of burden-sharing, 
of providing humanitarian assistance,” citing the Nepal 
earthquake as an instance. The court asked the govern-
ment to address Mr. Nariman’s submissions that humani-
tarian concerns of children, women, the sick and the old 
outweigh justiciability and cannot be viewed in the same 
light as “everyone”. The next date of hearing is October 
13.
The Rohingya had offered that anyone among them 
found to be a militant can be proceeded against as per 
the law. They were replying to the Centre’s claims that 
the Rohingya community was a threat to national securi-
ty, easy prey for radicalisation. Their affidavit had referred 
to India’s strong track record of hosting refugees.
The Rohingya community, represented by main petitioner 
Mohammad Salimullah, said the government could not 
make a “blanket claim that all Rohingya refugees have 
terror links.”

India’s role in peacekeeping commended
Ukrainian Foreign Minister PavloKlimkin, on a three-day 
visit to India, held extensive discussions with his counter-
part, Sushma Swaraj,     for the upcoming inter-govern-
mental commission dialogue between two sides.
He briefed Ms. Swaraj on the situation in eastern Ukraine, 
which has left a part of its eastern province, Donbas, in 
the hands of the rebels that Kyiv claims are backed by 
Moscow.
“India is already a significant peacekeeper in the region 
and across the globe and could definitely play a similar 
role in our region,” said Mr. Klimkin.
During last month’s debate on reform of global peace-
keeping at the UN Security Council, Ukrainian Presi-
dent Petro Poroshenko asked the organisation to send 
a peacekeeping mission that would control the violence, 
which has intensified in the last few weeks.
Preliminary talks
Mr. Klimkin said discussion on India’s participation in the 
peacekeeping mission was at a preliminary level and 
further consultations were needed to fine-tune the com-
position of the mission. “The recipe is simple — Russia 
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should go out of Ukraine,” he said.
He also gave details of bilateral talks on the issue and 
said “Indian and Ukrainian Permanent Representatives 
at the UN have already met on this issue and we need 
to discuss conceptual approach for the mission. After we 
have convinced Russia on such an approach ..it is highly 
likely we will come back to our Indian friends”.
Differing views
However, an issue with this peacekeeping mission is 
the location for the troops. While Ukraine insists that the 
troops should be stationed at the original Ukraine-Russia 
border, Russian sources indicated that Moscow would 
prefer the troops to be placed at the ‘Line of Contact’ be-
tween Ukraine and the rebel held territory.

India, U.K. to firm up defence links
India and Britain hope to agree on concrete measures 
to take forward their defence partnership by next year, 
ahead of the next meeting of the two Prime Ministers, 
India’s Defence Secretary Sanjay Mitra said during a 
three-day visit to the U.K. The meeting of the two leaders 
is widely expected to take place at the Commonwealth 
Heads of Government meeting in London in April 2018.
Following Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to Lon-
don in 2015, the two countries agreed to hold regular dia-
logues, as part of the India-U.K. Defence Consultative 
Group. Since then, a step change in terms of depth had 
taken place in cooperation and dialogue in the area, Mr. 
Mitra said.
Wide-ranging dialogue
Mr. Mitra has met with Michael Fallon, who heads the 
Ministry of Defence, and the department’s Permanent 
Secretary during his trip which focussed on meetings of 
the Defence Consultative Group.
“The military community dialogue has been going well 
and there have been a wide range of visits that have 
been taking place at the level of chief of staff, and senior 
operatives … we have a road map going and we hope 
that by the time of the meeting of the Prime Ministers, we 
will have some meat on this,” he said, adding that talks 
had ranged from capability development, defence equip-
ment and cybersecurity to counter-terrorism.
‘Make in India’ push
India has pegged the defence sector as one of the major 
areas where the bilateral partnership could be expanded 
around the “Make in India” campaign. During Mr. Modi’s 
visit in 2015, the two sides agreed to move towards a 
new Defence and International Security Partnership that 
would “intensify cooperation on defence and security, in-

cluding cybersecurity, and maritime security” pushing for 
joint working in key strategic areas.
“We are very keen that U.K. firms participate in our ‘Make 
in India’ process and in our strategic partnership exercise 
that we’ve just begun,” the Defence Secretary said.

Rohingya not welcome: ICSSR chief
Cautioning against what he saw as dangers involved in 
the presence of Rohingya Muslims from Myanmar in In-
dia, Indian Council of Social Science Research Chairman 
Braj Bihari Kumar said    that “this nation should not toler-
ate them as part of India”.
He said that Buddhists in Myanmar could not “forget” 
their past problems with Rohingya Muslims, recalling 
what he saw as the history of the bitterness against Roh-
ingya Muslims in that country.
“We should like to know about the Rohingyas also. What 
is their record? In 1943, when war was going on between 
the British and the Japanese, the British government of 
Burma supplied arms and ammunitions to the Rohingyas 
to fight against the Japanese, and the Rohingyas turned 
the gun towards the Buddhists,” Dr. Kumar said.
He was speaking at a seminar on refugees and “infiltra-
tors” organised by the Indian Council of Historical Re-
search.
Forgetting enemies
“How can Burmese forget such enemies? They are not 
fools like Indians. The Burmese remember their ene-
mies,” he asked,
He said the Rohingya Muslims attacked the Myanmarese 
and their Army, and this led to the second phase of the 
conflict.
He also alleged that “many Hindu villages of that province 
in Myanmar were just smashed and their mass graves 
were found”.
“My point is: we can’t placate illegal migrants. We should 
not do it. This nation should not tolerate them as a part of 
India,” he said.
Dr. Kumar said that while the Mahabharata nowhere 
called for excusing the enemy, Indians had forgotten their 
tradition.
He claimed that the Rajput king Prithviraj Chauhan did 
not kill the enemy (Mohammad Ghori) despite defeat-
ing him 17 times — professional historical research says 
there were just two battles —adding that such a nation 
was bound to suffer.
Dr. Kumar also said that Hindus had suffered in Pakistan 
and Bangladesh after Partition.
Post-Partition
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He asserted that while there were 16.5% Hindus in Pa-
kistan just after Partition, the number was just 1% today.
He added that while today’s Bangladesh had 28% Hin-
dus at that time, the number had fallen to just 8% now.

‘EU, India are natural partners based on 
values’
The 14th EU-India summit completed in New Delhi last 
week has given the two sides a much clearer political 
strategic direction, says the EU Ambassador to India To-
masz Kozlowski, also dismissing comments by the Ger-
man Ambassador that it was a failure that EU and India 
leaders didn’t agree on the resumption of the Free Trade 
Agreement talks. Excerpts :
The summit last week saw a declaration that 
India and the EU are natural partners. How do 
you see this partnership growing?
We are really natural partners, based on principles of de-
mocracy, human rights, tolerance and internal diversity. 
Our task is always how to translate these principles into 
clearly identified common interests. And I think that dur-
ing the EU-India summit [we] agreed to deepen both stra-
tegic relations and to go ahead with these common goals 
with a long-term view on global and regional challenges, 
and a rule-based international order. We have common 
responsibilities to secure peace and stability because of 
the current uncertainties in the global arena. The EU and 
India are very stable and predictable partners.
In terms of specifics, do they also see com-
mon geopolitical threats, as India in its region 
sees a country like China as a bigger chal-
lenge, while for the EU it is Russia?
The current world is interconnected, and the geographi-
cal distance between India and Europe is no longer key. 
In the past EU-India relations have been blocked by spe-
cific bilateral issues like the FTA or the Italian Marines 
issue, but this time, foreign policy and security issues 
played an important role in the Summit, with far-reaching 
statements on naval exercises, space cooperation, etc. 
which two years ago would have seemed impossible.
The statement on Pakistan-based terror 
groups is also new. How will EU and India take 
this cooperation forward from here?
This time, we have mentioned not only entities but spe-
cific names (Lakhvi and Dawood Ibrahim), and we have 
agreed to consult each other about the listing of terrorists 
and designating organisations. We are working on es-

tablishing direct links between Europol and Indian agen-
cies. It means our security cooperation is becoming more 
practical, and more operational.
On the Chinese Belt and Road initiative, India 
had been the only country raising concerns 
this year. Does EU too have concerns about 
the BRI now, along with those on the South 
China Sea?
We are in favour of connecting Asia to Europe, but at 
the same time we want to be clear about the principles it 
should be based on. It is also important to have acces-
sibility of the high seas on the basis of international law. 
My understanding is there is an absolute commonality 
of views between India and the European Union on this.
Will the European Union support India’s case 
for a permanent seat at the UN Security Coun-
cil as well?
We are in favour of India playing a more important role 
in the international arena. We are in favour of the UNSC 
becoming more efficient and effective.
You speak of the steps taken at the India-EU 
summit. Yet days after the summit, German 
Ambassador Martin Ney said the summit had 
failed to reach an agreement on resuming free 
trade talks, and India and the EU have failed 
to realise their potential. Do you share that 
disappointment?
This week the Indian and EU trade ministers have met 
and in mid-November we will have the next meeting of 
chief negotiators who have been tasked by the leaders to 
move the file forward.
So I refuse to enter into any views that we failed to agree 
on this issue at the summit.

India to build more roads on China border
The Ministry of Defence has decided to significantly en-
hance infrastructure along the Sino-Indian border includ-
ing near Doklam, where the militaries of both sides were 
engaged in a two-month standoff.
The decision was taken at the Army’s commanders con-
ference from October 9 to 15 which extensively deliber-
ated on the recent face-off with China, besides analysing 
all possible security challenges on the northern border, 
according to official sources.
Bolstering capabilities
“It has been decided that there would be a concerted heft 
towards road construction activities in this sector. To that 
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end four passes to Niti, Lipulekh, Thangla1 and Tsang-
chokla have been decided to be connected by 2020 on 
priority,” Director General Staff Duties (DGSD) Vijay Sin-
gh told reporters here    .
He said the commanders also examined organisational 
changes of some of the formations to enhance existing 
capability, indicating that the Army leadership was look-
ing at bolstering its current operational preparedness.
Defence Minister Nirmala Sitharaman also addressed the 
conference and lauded the swift and effective response 
of the Army in dealing with external and internal threats.
The Minister emphasised “the need to guard against in-
imical forces”, he said.
Integration of services
Referring to the government’s ‘Make in India’ programme, 
Ms. Sitharaman also stressed on the urgent need to be-
come self-reliant in the defence sector.
“She emphasised on jointness and integration by all ser-
vices for emerging challenges,” the DGSD said.
Chief of Army Staff (COAS) BipinRawat said the Army will 
have to be prepared for “all eventualities at all times” and 
therefore utmost priority has to be given to procurement 
of arms, ammunition and equipment.

India to speak up at Bahamas meeting
India will strongly articulate the need to strengthen coun-
ter terrorism measures and prevent radicalisation of 
youth through information and communication technol-
ogy (ICT) at the Commonwealth Law Ministers Meeting 
that begins   in the islands of the Bahamas.
Law Minister Ravi Shankar, who will represent India at 
the meeting, said, “In particular, I would like to highlight 
that the promotion of terrorists is a phenomenon of which 
India has been a victim. From across the border, they 
come and create problems.”
The international community needs to stand strongly 
against them, he said.
Terrorism in any form, whatever be the reason, is bad for 
the human race, the Minister added.
Addressing the issue of using ICT and social media plat-
forms to recruit terrorists and radicalise youth is also part 
of the agenda. “Radicalisation slips into terrorism and we 
need to keep a close watch on the use of technology,” 
said Mr. Prasad.
Face-off in UN
Like the September face-off at the United Nations Gen-
eral Assembly, India and Pakistan could once again spar 
here as well — Pakistan is also a member of the Com-
monwealth.

Cybercrimes, climate change, the practice of child mar-
riage, and the need for effective laws, to deal with these 
issues are also important items on the agenda.

India acts against bottom trawling
 

Unsustainable practice:Deep-sea trawling can have dev-
astating consequences on marine life, as it brings in juve-
nile fish and bycatch.L. BalachandarL.Balachandar  
Joint Working Group outlines initiatives in the Palk Bay 
area; need for permanent solution reiterated
India     informed Sri Lanka that it has taken measures to 
stop bottom trawling by its fishermen in the waters near 
the Sri Lankan coastline. During a weekend meeting of 
the Joint Working Group (JWG) in Delhi, officials ex-
pressed satisfaction over the release of Indian fishermen 
by Colombo, and reiterated the need to bring the rest of 
them back to India.
“Recent initiatives taken by the Government of India to 
end bottom trawling in the Palk Bay area include the 
launch of a programme on diversification of bottom trawl-
ers into deep-sea fishing vessels for tuna long lining under 
the Blue Revolution Scheme, construction of Mookaiyur 
and Poompuhar fishing harbours, and capacity-building 
programmes for fishermen of the Palk Bay area in deep 
sea tuna long lining. Besides, fresh registration for bot-
tom trawlers in the Palk Bay area has been banned by 
the Government of Tamil Nadu,” said a joint press com-
muniqué issued after the Ministerial meeting held    .
The Ministerial meet was attended by India’s Minister 
of Agriculture Radha Mohan Singh and his Sri Lankan 
counterpart, Mahinda Amaraweera, which came after the 
third JWG meeting on October 13.
India also informed that schemes promoting seaweed 
farming and sea-cage farming have begun in the Palk 
Bay area to wean away fishermen from deep-sea trawl-
ing.
Bottom trawling by Indian fishermen had emerged as a 
major issue because of the disruptive impact it left on the 



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 38
  News and Events of Oct. 2017

Vo
l. 

38
 O

ct
.  

20
17

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

coastal communities of Sri Lanka.
Earlier in July, Sri Lanka banned bottom trawling, in-
creasing the chances of interception of more Indian bot-
tom trawlers.
Indian plea
The JWG was co-chaired by Secretary-level officials of 
India and Sri Lanka, in which the Indian delegates praised 
Sri Lanka for releasing fishermen from Tamil Nadu and 
urged the release of the fishermen remaining in the cus-
tody of the Sri Lankan government.
The JWG mechanism commenced on November 5, 
2016, to find a permanent solution to fishermen’s issues 
between the two countries.
In Saturday’s meeting also, both the ministers empha-
sised the agenda of the JWG and asked it to find a per-
manent solution soon.

‘Free movement’ along Myanmar border
The Centre is putting in measures to facilitate free move-
ment of Indian and Myanmarese citizens within 16 km 
along the Myanmar border.
 , the Home Ministry held consultations with four States 
— Mizoram, Nagaland, Manipur and Arunachal Pradesh 
— on the Free Movement Regime (FMR).
In June, the Ministry had constituted a committee to ex-
amine various methods to curb the misuse of free move-
ment along the Myanmar border, a friendly country, with 
which it shares unfenced borders and unhindered move-
ment of people across the border.
The committee headed by Rina Mitra, Special Secretary-
Internal Security, visited the border areas in September.
The move comes in the wake of large-scale displacement 
of Rohingya people from Rakhine State in Myanmar.
Parallel discussion
A senior Home Ministry official also said a “parallel dis-
cussion” involving the Ministry of External Affairs and 
their counterparts in Myanmar was on to allow Indian 
nationals going to, and staying in, Myanmar for up to 72 
hours under the bilateral agreement.
While India allows Myanmarese nationals to stay for 72 
hours without visa, Myanmar allows stay only up to 24 
hours, an official said.

France wants India to buy more Rafales
India has a hectic diplomatic calendar next week with a 
series of high-profile visits scheduled. French Defence 
Minister Florance Parley will be in New Delhi on an of-

ficial visit during which she is likely to make a strong pitch 
to sell additional Rafale fighter jets.
Ms. Parley is scheduled to visit India from October 26.
“The two sides will discuss the progress of the implemen-
tation of the deal for 36 Rafale fighter jets,” one official 
said. The issue of additional Rafale jets and the Navy’s 
mega tender for a new line of submarines are likely to 
come up for discussion, the official added.
“Ms. Parley will travel to Nagpur on October 27 to lay the 
foundation stone for a manufacturing facility being set up 
by Dassault and Reliance Defence as part of the offsets 
under the Rafale deal,” another official said.
In September last year, India and France concluded a 
€7.87-billion government-to-government deal for 36 Ra-
fale jets in flyaway condition scheduled to be delivered 
between 2019 and 2022. The deal has a 50% offset 
clause to be executed by Dassault and its partners in In-
dia amounting up to Rs. 30,000 crore.
Following this, Dassault Aviation and Reliance Defence 
announced a joint venture called “Dassault Reliance 
Aerospace”, which is likely to execute a major part of the 
offsets.
Single-engine jet
The Indian Air Force has stated its requirement for ad-
ditional twin-engine fighter jets and has expressed its 
desire for more Rafale jets. However, with a depleting 
fighter strength and several squadrons of MiG-21s and 
MiG-27s to be phased out, the focus is now on procuring 
a single-engine fighter jet under the newly promulgated 
Strategic Partnership model. “Single engine is a prior-
ity ... Right now, we are trying to make up numbers with 
single-engine aircraft …,” Air Chief Marshal B.S. Dhanoa 
said earlier this month in response to questions on the 
IAF’s procurement plans.
The IAF is operating 32 fighter squadrons against the 
sanctioned strength of 42, which is set to drop further in 
the coming years.
One officer said the IAF would like to have additional 
Rafale jets. “The resources are limited and we need to 
prioritise,” he added.

Not just strategic ties with Dhaka: Sushma
India will resolve all irritants in ties with Bangladesh with 
sincerity, External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj said   
as she inaugurated 15 Indian-assisted development pro-
jects worth about $8.7 million.
On the second and concluding day of her visit, Ms. 
Swaraj lit the ceremonial lamp to mark the opening of the 
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sprawling chancery complex of the Indian High Commis-
sion here.
During the ceremony, she also launched 15 develop-
ment projects being funded by India. “India is following 
a policy of neighbours first, and among the neighbours 
Bangladesh is foremost,” Ms. Swaraj said at the function, 
describing bilateral relations as having gone beyond a 
strategic partnership.
‘Ironing out irritants’
She also referred to the peaceful solution of the land 
and maritime boundary issues. She said the relations 
between the neighbours were now outstanding, and that 
both countries were working to resolve irritants in the 
spirit of “friendly relations and with the right intention”. 
She did not specify the nature of the issues, but the wa-
ter sharing of common rivers, particularly the Teesta, had 
long been pending.
The development projects, worth about $8.7 million, 
include installation of 11 water treatment plants in the 
southwestern coastline of Pirozpur, 36 community clinics 
and reconstruction of Dhaka’s historic Ramna Kali Tem-
ple destroyed by invading Pakistani troops in the 1971 
liberation war.
Bangladesh’s Foreign Minister A.H. Mahmood Ali, Health 
Minister Mohamad Nasim and Prime Minister Sheikh 
Hasina’s political affairs adviser H.T. Imam were among 
those present.
Ms. Swaraj also gifted books, computers, multimedia 
equipment to the Hindi and Sanskrit departments of the 
University of Dhaka, Chittagong and Rajshahi.
Ms. Swaraj arrived in Bangladesh     for the annual meet-
ing of the India-Bangladesh Joint Consultative Commis-
sion. She returned.

India, U.S. to take up ‘high tariff ’, visa curbs 
in Washington meet
India and the U.S. are slated to hold high-level talks 
this week to boost bilateral trade and investment. On 
the agenda of the India-U.S. Trade Policy Forum (TPF), 
scheduled to be held in Washington DC on October 26, 
are ways to iron out irritants including ‘visa curbs’ of the 
U.S. and India’s ‘high tariffs’ on manufactured products 
and ‘restrictions’ on e-commerce, as well as steps to ex-
pedite the conclusion of negotiations on a bilateral social 
security pact (or totalisation agreement).
IPR issues
The TPF, which is the main forum to resolve bilateral 
trade and investment issues, is also likely to take up the 
‘challenges’ that American innovative industries face due 

to India’s ‘weak’ Intellectual Property Rights regime. It 
would also discuss the ‘non-tariff barriers’ of the U.S. that 
are adversely impacting India’s agriculture, pharmaceuti-
cals and other industrial exports.
Commerce and Industry Minister Suresh Prabhu will 
meet U.S. Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross and a few 
other senior Trump administration officials including U.S. 
Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer. He will also hold 
discussions with U.S Congress members, business lead-
ers and industry bodies such as the US-India Business 
Council (USIBC). Both countries aim to increase bilateral 
goods and services trade to $500 billion soon, from about 
$115 billion in 2016.
Industry bodies including USIBC and US-India Strategic 
Partnership Forum (USISPF) are working with the gov-
ernments of both the countries on mechanisms to ensure 
greater engagement at the State-level, instead of focus-
ing entirely on the Central/Federal-level discussions.

India, Sri Lanka ink housing project deal in 
Hambantota
Weeks after pro-Rajapaksa protesters clashed with the 
police outside the Indian consulate in Hambantota, Sri 
Lanka signed an agreement with India to build 1,200 
houses in a public ceremony held in the southern port 
city    .
Following the agitation against the government’s re-
ported move to lease out a nearby airport to India, police 
arrested eight protesters, including Hambantota parlia-
mentarian Namal Rajapaksa, the son of former President 
Mahinda Rajapaksa. They were all granted bail the fol-
lowing week.
The coastal city of Hambantota gained strategic signifi-
cance after President Rajapaksa built a massive port and 
an airport with huge Chinese loans. In July this year, his 
successor government sold majority stakes of the port to 
China to service an outstanding $8-billion debt it owes 
China, fanning concerns of countries with competing 
strategic interests, particularly India and the U.S.
Local residents, including supporters of Mr. Rajapaksa, 
have earlier protested the selling of “national assets to 
foreign entities”, some of them leading to violent clashes.
Indian interest
The agitation outside the Indian consulate earlier this 
month followed media reports about India’s interest in 
running the nearby Mattala airport, which is mired in 
heavy losses.
The signing of the MoU in Hambantota amid assumes 
significance not only in its timing, but also in taking India’s 



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 38
  News and Events of Oct. 2017

Vo
l. 

38
 O

ct
.  

20
17

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

housing project to the Sinhala-majority Southern Prov-
ince.
One model village
As many as 46,000 homes have been built in the Tamil-
majority north and east, while 4,000 houses are currently 
being built in the hill country in the Central and Uva prov-
inces, where several thousand Sri Lankans of recent In-
dian origin live and work.
Of the 1,200 houses to be built following Thursday’s MoU, 
600 will be constructed in the Southern Province, while 
the remaining would be built across Sri Lanka, through 
one model village in each of the country’s 25 districts, 
according to a press release from the Indian High Com-
mission in Colombo.

India for ‘constructive’ Rohingya policy
Seeking a ‘constructive’ approach to dealing with the 
exodus of the Rohingya, India said     that the displaced 
members of the community will have to return to their 
place of origin in the Rakhine province of Myanmar.
Speaking at a think tank event here, on the prospects of 
India-Japan cooperation in the Bay of Bengal and Asia-
Pacific regions, Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar high-
lighted India’s regional humanitarian responsibilities and 
growing convergence with Tokyo.
“The exodus of a large number of people from the Ra-
khine state to Bangladesh is clearly a matter of concern. 
Our objective will be to see how they can go back to their 
place of origin. Clearly that is not easy,” he said. “We 
are talking to Bangladesh and separately engaged with 
Myanmar and we feel that this is a situation better ad-
dressed with practical measures and constructive con-
versation, rather than doing very strong condemnations 
and, having checked the condemnation box, moving to 
the next issue.”
He highlighted the need for “a sober, sensitive and lo-
cally sensitive approach” in dealing with the humanitarian 
emergency that the exodus had become.
Regional cooperation
Mr. Jaishankar also brought up the ties between connec-
tivity, regional cooperation and humanitarian response 
to evolving crises. “One of the areas we want to see in 
the agenda of BIMSTEC is collaboration on the HADR— 
that, we would like these member countries to cooper-
ate on humanitarian assistance to disaster situation. In 
the last three years, Nepal earthquake relief, (India’s re-
sponse to) Yemen civil war, Maldivian water crisis, and 
even Operation Insaniyat for the Rohingyas are part of 
cooperation.”

India, France to boost defence ties
India and France     decided to expand military coopera-
tion in the strategically key Indo-Pacific region, besides 
resolving to ramp up the overall defence and security ties.
Defence Minister Nirmala Sitharaman and her French 
counterpart, Florence Parly, held extensive talks covering 
a variety of issues, including the regional security situa-
tion, joint development of defence platforms and expan-
sion of military-to-military ties.
At their delegation-level talks, the two sides also agreed 
to expand counter-terror cooperation, and said a lot more 
could be done in the maritime sphere, particularly in the 
Indo-Pacific region, where China was trying to expand its 
footprint, official sources said. Ms. Parly described her 
interaction with Ms. Sitharaman as “excellent”.
The sources said the French side explored the possibility 
of a follow-on order of additional Rafale fighter jets being 
placed by India.
India had signed a Rs. 58,000-crore deal with France for 
the supply of 36 Rafale jets last year and the IAF was 
pitching for procuring another fleet of 36.
In a statement, the Defence Ministry said the Ministers 
reviewed ongoing initiatives to strengthen bilateral de-
fence cooperation further as a key pillar of the strategic 
partnership between the two countries.
Maritime security
“Recognising the growing significance of maritime secu-
rity in the Indo-Pacific and the need for greater maritime 
domain awareness, India and France will further expand 
information sharing arrangements,” it said.
It is Ms. Parly’s first visit to India as Defence Minister and 
her trip is expected to lay the ground for French President 
Emmanuel Macron’s upcoming trip.
“A range of measures to expand military to military ties 
were agreed upon,” the Defence Ministry said.

India, Russia conclude war games
India and Russia concluded their joint tri-service exer-
cise, Indra, in Vladivostok    .
Indra was an 11-day joint training in counter-terrorism op-
erations.
This is India’s first tri-service exercise with any country.
“In the series of bilateral exercises under combating 
terrorism, the exercise this year focused on conduct of 
counter-insurgency/counter-terrorist operations under 
United Nations mandate in a joint service environment. 
The exercise also provided an opportunity to both the ar-
mies for greater cultural understanding, sharing experi-
ences and strengthening mutual trust and cooperation,” 
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the Defence Ministry said in a statement.
The exercise began on October 19 and saw the participa-
tion of over 800 Indian personnel. Indian forces largely 
used Russian equipment with which they are very famil-
iar.

India key to UN peacekeeping
Prime Minister Narendra Modi lauded India’s contribu-
tions to the UN peacekeeping efforts, which, he said, re-
flects its ethos as a “messenger of peace”.
He said his celebration of the festival of Deepavali with 
the troops stationed in Gurez was an “unforgettable” ex-
perience.
The Prime Minister was delivering his monthly radio 
broadcast, Mann Ki Baat ,    .
“We are believers of VasudevKutumbakam , which means 
the whole world is one. And because of this belief, India 
has been an active participant in the UN’s key initiatives,” 
Prime Minister Modi said.
“India, as a messenger of peace, has always vouched for 
peace, unity and harmony in the world. It is our belief that 
everyone should live in peace and harmony and move 
towards a better and peaceful tomorrow,” he said.
He said as of August 2017, India had participated in about 
50 out of 71 UN peacekeeping operations undertaken 
in countries such as Korea, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, 
Congo, Cyprus, Liberia, Lebanon and Sudan.
7,000-strong force
“India is the third highest contributor to UN peacekeep-
ing missions, with around 7,000 of its security personnel 
deployed on various missions across the world,” he said.
He said the UN Declaration of Human Rights had initially 
the wording “all men are born free and equal”, but it was 
changed to ‘all human beings are born free and equal’ 
after efforts by Indian representative Hansa Mehta.
He urged the people to participate in the “run for unity” 
event to be organised on October 31, to mark the birth 
anniversary of SardarVallabhai Patel. He also made a 
reference of late Prime Minister Indira Gandhi, whose 
death anniversary falls on the same day.
He also spoke about the upcoming Guru Nanak Jayanti 
which falls on November 4 and hailed the first Sikh Guru.
Childhood diabetes
Talking about the upcoming Children’s Day which is cel-
ebrated on the birth anniversary of Jawaharlal Nehru on 
November 14, Mr. Modi expressed concern that children 
are nowadays getting afflicted by diabetes. He said dia-
betes usually occurs due to lifestyle issues, and encour-
aged children to play outdoors.

Kabul will get Indian wheat via Chabahar
The move also indicates that Chabahar, which India has 
been developing for some years, will soon be fully opera-
tional. India had earlier sent goods through the Iranian 
port of Bandar Abbas in 2003 as Pakistan had not eased 
land access to Afghanistan.
“The two foreign ministers welcomed the fact that this 
is the first shipment that would be going to Afghanistan 
through the Chabahar port after the Trilateral Agreement 
on Establishment of International Transport and Transit 
Corridor was signed during the visit of the Prime Minister 
of India to Iran in May 2016,” the MEA said.
During the video conference, Ms. Swaraj reiterated In-
dia’s continued support to reconstruction, capacity-build-
ing and socio-economic development of Afghanistan, 
including under the framework of the New Development 
Partnership that she and Mr. Rabbani jointly announced 
last month at the India-Afghanistan Strategic Partnership 
Council.

Why Bhutan royals’ four-day India visit 
matters
The king and queen of Bhutan—Jigme KhesarNamgyel-
Wangchuck and Jetsun Pema Wangchuck—began a 
four-day visit to India   , their first since India and China 
ended a 73-day-old standoff on Doklam plateau in the 
Himalayan kingdom two months ago.
At hand to receive the Bhutanese royal couple was In-
dian foreign minister Sushma Swaraj.
“The visit would provide an opportunity to both the sides 
for reviewing the entire gamut of bilateral cooperation, 
including plans for befitting celebrations of golden jubilee 
of establishment of diplomatic relations between our two 
countries in the year 2018, and to advance the special 
bilateral ties of friendship and cooperation,” an Indian for-
eign ministry statement said  .
“India and Bhutan enjoy unique ties of friendship, which 
are characterized by deep understanding and mutual 
trust. The visit of His Majesty the King of Bhutan is in 
keeping with the long standing tradition of regular high-
level exchanges between the two countries,” it added.
That Bhutan and India have a special relationship is com-
monly accepted. Bhutan is known to be closer to New 
Delhi than Beijing. Thimphu does have diplomatic ties 
with China, something Beijing has been trying to rectify in 
the past few years.
Analysts say the visit of royal couple is significant for 
many reasons.
For one, the king and the Bhutanese royal family are 
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held in very high esteem by the people of the country. It 
is common knowledge that the king influences decision 
making in the government though the head of the govern-
ment is Prime Minister TsheringTobgay.
“The king’s visit at this juncture will help India underline its 
special relationship with Bhutan—a signal that Bhutan’s 
India first policy is intact against the backdrop of China 
trying to make inroads into a country seen as firmly within 
India’s sphere of influence in South Asia,” said Harsh V. 
Pant, a professor of international relations at the London-
based King’s College.
“In the aftermath of the Doklam standoff, the king’s visit 
could help an exchange of views on the matter at the 
highest levels in India and Bhutan,” he said.
The face-off between India and China took place after 
Bhutanese troops registered a protest against Chinese 
military building a road on the plateau. Indian troops—sta-
tioned in the area under a special security pact between 
India and Bhutan—intervened after the Chinese troops 
ignored the Bhutanese warnings. The Chinese road con-
struction plans also had India worried that Beijing could 
cut off the Indian mainland’s access to its northeastern 
states.
According to India, the area falls in a tri-junction i.e, be-
tween Bhutan, India and China. India and China who 
have yet to settle their 4,000km long border, had agreed 
in 2012 to consult third countries while settling such dis-
putes in the case of a tri-junction. Bhutan and China too 
are in talks to settle their borders. The king is not directly 
involved in the negotiations but is understood to influence 
policy making in the country including foreign policy.
Given that Prime Minister Narendra Modi started his ten-
ure in May 2014 with a “neighbourhood first” approach, 
analysts say it is only natural that there is an exchange of 
high level visits. Bhutan was the first country Modi chose 
to visit after taking office. As the South Asian Associa-
tion for Regional Cooperation, or Saarc, regional group-
ing has been rendered ineffective thanks to tensions 
between India and Pakistan, New Delhi is pushing an al-
ternative—the Bay of Bengal Initiative for Multi-Sectoral 
Technical and Economic Cooperation, or BIMSTEC. It 
comprises Bangladesh, Bhutan, India, Myanmar, Nepal, 
Sri Lanka and Thailand, and brings together 1.5 billion 
people or 21% of the world population and a combined 
gross domestic product (GDP) of over $2.5 trillion.
Bhutan is also key for India’s plans to push subregional 
cooperation. A transport agreement among Bangladesh, 
Bhutan, India and Nepal was mooted in 2014 but is yet 
to take shape given Bhutan’s worries about the impact of 
pollution and loss of businesses if trucks and cars from 

India, Bangladesh and Nepal roll into the country. A dis-
cussion with the king covering all these issues could help 
assuage some concerns and help accelerate regional in-
tegration within BIMSTEC, say analysts.
Besides these is another factor—Bhutan’s hydel power 
potential that New Delhi is keen to tap. The Himalayan 
country has a hydel power potential of 30,000 mega-
watt (MW) of which 23,000MW can be tapped. India is 
involved in developing a number of hydel power projects 
in Bhutan already and is keen to deepen the cooperation.

What will India’s strategy be at Bonn climate 
change summit?
 Parties to the historic Paris Accord on climate change 
signed in 2015 meet in Bonn next week, and their discus-
sions will inevitably veer toward the Donald Trump-led 
US administration’s decision to exit the Accord. As the 
chart below shows, the US is the second-largest green-
house gas emitter in the world, in per capita terms as 
well as in absolute volumes. The upcoming summit takes 
place amid growing concerns that the US move may en-
courage other countries to abdicate their responsibility to 
rein in greenhouse gas emissions.
With the US withdrawal, all eyes will turn toward the 
moves China and India make. Although both emerging 
economies have relatively lower per capita emissions 
compared to developed economies, they still rank among 
the top three emitters in absolute volumes.
Shortly after taking charge as prime minister, Narendra 
Modi signalled a pivot to renewables as a major way in 
which India will seek to fight climate change. He set an 
ambitious target of setting up 100 gigawatts (GW) of so-
lar capacity by 2022, which stood at just 4.3GW in 2015, 
on the eve of the Paris Accord.
So far, progress has been impressive but at 13GW of in-
stalled solar capacity in mid-2017, India has only reached 
a tenth of the target. And it is uncertain whether solar 
capacity will continue to grow at the same pace in the 
years ahead.
Nonetheless, India’s installed capacity to produce elec-
tricity from renewable energy sources—mainly wind and 
solar—currently stands at around 58GW, which is among 
the top five in the world. This excludes hydro power ca-
pacity.
Over the past two years, India has stepped up the overall 
share of renewables in its energy mix. India committed to 
raise the share of renewables in installed capacity to 40% 
by 2030 compared to 18% currently. Under its “Intended 
Nationally Determined Contributions” (INDC) commit-
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ments, India will seek to reduce its emissions-to-GDP ratio by 33-35% by 2030 from 2005 levels.
However, as the charts below show, India has continued to add coal capacity over the last two years. Contrast this 
with the US, where installed capacity in coal fell almost 23GW or 8% between December 2015 and August 2017.
It is also worth noting that coal-based thermal power plants in India have declined in importance over the past few 
years partly because of commercial considerations. The pile of bad debt and overcapacity in the sector has made 
investments in new thermal power plants relatively unattractive. As these problems recede, coal might start looking 
attractive once again, at least from a commercial point of view. And given that coal remains the cheapest source of 
power, it will continue to be a tempting option for an emerging economy with a large power deficit. According to the 
International Energy Agency, 18% of India’s population did not have access to electricity in 2016.
A lot will depend on whether the growth in the renewable sector is sustained. At the moment, things do not look very 
bright for solar. The reverse auction system, where solar power development projects are awarded to the lowest 
bidders, has raised concerns over the sustainability of solar power companies. Too few solar projects and too many 
solar companies have pushed companies to bid aggressively for low tariff rates, raising concerns about their balance 
sheets. SunEdison, a US solar giant with interests in India, filed for bankruptcy last year.
Solar tariff rates have fallen significantly in India, prompting states to try and renege on offtake commitments that 
had been negotiated at higher rates earlier. Capacity utilization in solar is also low (around 20%) as opposed to coal 
(about 60%) owing to the challenge of storage of energy and grid integration.
The uncertainties in the renewable space could prompt a rethink on India’s energy mix, and make India renegotiate 
the commitments made two years ago. It remains to be seen whether India signals that shift at Bonn, or chooses to 
stay the course for now.
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‘Eco-cremation’ with agri-waste bricks
It was during a cremation five years ago that Vijay Limaye 
wondered how many trees must have been ‘killed’ to en-
sure ‘moksha’ (salvation) for the departed soul. It was 
then that the concept of a ‘green cremation’ struck him 
and he began a venture that has won praise from various 
quarters, including Prime Minister Narendra Modi.
Speaking at an event in Delhi on August 22, Mr. Modi 
lauded the Nagpur-based entrepreneur for his efforts to 
protect the environment.
The Nagpur Municipal Corporation, in association with Li-
maye’s NGO Eco Friendly Living Foundation, is planning 
to offer eco-friendly cremations at four crematoriums, the 
entrepreneur said.
“Cremation using agro-waste briquettes along with LPG 
crematoria will be introduced at these four places,” he 
said.
“Taking into account sentiments and traditions where ritu-
als like funeral pyre are needed, I began working on an al-
ternative to wood,” Mr. Limaye said. “Initially, dung cakes 
were promoted but after the number of people choosing 
the dung cake method increased, we were faced with a 
shortage of dung cakes.”
Mr. Limaye then began searching for an alternative to 
dung cakes and his team succeeded in making hard 
bricks with the right mixture of agro waste, named Mok-
shkastha, with which to cremate the dead.

IIT Roorkee repurposes a drug for 
chikungunya
Adrug to treat chikungunya virus infection is in the offing, 
and in vitro studies carried out by a team of research-
ers from the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Roorkee 
show promise. Currently, there is no cure for the disease 
and treatment is focused more on relieving the symp-
toms.

 Since the team led by Prof. ShaillyTomar from the De-
partment of Biotechnology at IIT Roorkee used an exist-
ing drug piperazine, safety of the drug is already known 
and hence the trials on animals and humans will be more 
to understand the efficacy of the drug in treating chikun-
gunya infection.
 Piperazine is used for the treatment of worm infections. 
The antiviral drug indinavir used for treating HIV positive 
people is a piperazine-based molecule. The derivatives 
of piperazine are used as anti-histamines and anti-de-
pressants drugs too.
 Based on crystal structure, the researchers ascertained 
that the drug molecule binds to the hydrophobic pock-
et of capsid protein of Aura virus. Drug binding studies 
were also carried out using chikungunya virus and it was 
found that the binding of the drug at the caspid protein 
was better in the case of chikungunya virus. The function 
of capsid protein is essential for the virus budding and 
replication of virus.
 On studying the antiviral activity of piperazine molecule 
against chikungunya, it was found that the molecule in-
hibits virus replication. “In the presence of this drug, the 
amount of virus released by infected cells is less.  The 
drug showed very good antiviral activity,” says Prof. 
Tomar. The results were published in the journal  Antiviral 
Research .
 Chikungunya viral load reduces significantly when treat-
ed with 3 millimolar (mM) of piperazine and has “barely 
detectable cell teoxicity” when the dosage is doubled to 
6mM. “Compared with controls, the inhibition of the virus 
replication was nearly 98% when 6mM of the drug was 
used,” Prof. Tomar says.
 The researchers were not able to directly observe a re-
duction in the budding process. “We observed a reduc-
tion in the virus release from infected cells and we hy-
pothesise that the drug inhibits the budding of the virus 
as well,” she says. Once the drug binds to the target, the 
capsid protein’s interaction with the enveloped protein of 
virus is inhibited and hence the virus release from infect-
ed cells is affected.
 Virus replication and budding are correlated. The mon-
key cell lines were infected with very low virus concentra-
tion and then allowed to grow. After 24 hours, the number 
of virus being released by the infected cells was studied. 
If the virus is able to replicate then should find more virus, 
which was not the case.
 The chikungunya viral load had reduced by 98% at the 
end of 24 hours but increases at 48 hours indicating that 
inhibition of virus replication becomes less at the end of 
48 hours compared with 24 hours. “This could be be-

Science,
Tech. and 
Environment
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cause the drug does not kill all the virus at the end of 24 
hours and the drug supplied initially is already bound to 
the capsid protein target in the virus. So when the virus 
reinfects nearby cells and replicates, there is not enough 
drug to bind to the new capsid protein molecules being 
produced,” Prof. Tomar explains.
 “The drug molecule is not toxic to normal cells even 
when 6mM was used,” says Ramanjit Kaur from the De-
partment of Biotechnology at IIT Roorkee and one of the 
first authors of the paper.
 “We are in the process of developing new piperazine-
based drug molecules,” says Megha Aggarwal from the 
Department of Biotechnology at IIT Roorkee and the oth-
er first author of the paper.
 The researchers are planning to carry out trials on ani-
mals. Since the drug is already approved for use in hu-
mans, toxicity studies in animals will not be needed. But 
studies on animals to evaluate the antiviral activity and, 
hence, the efficacy has to be carried out. “If results from 
animal trials are encouraging then we might start human 
clinical trial,” Prof. Tomar says.

India among the worst affected by climate 
change: IMF study
A study on the impact of climate change by the Inter-
national Monetary Fund, or IMF, shows countries in the 
tropics will be the worst affected as a result of global 
warming.
“For the median emerging market economy, a 1°C in-
crease from a temperature of 22°C lowers growth in the 
same year by 0.9 percentage point,” says the report.
The accompanying chart shows the effect of a 1 degree 
rise in temperature on per capita output for several coun-
tries.
 
Other countries in the region, such as Bangladesh, Paki-
stan, Sri Lanka, Indonesia, Malaysia will be similarly af-
fected.
Note that the impact of most developed nations, located 
in the temperate zone, is negligible. The overall impact 
on China’s growth, too, is estimated to be negligible. On 
the other hand, some northern nations such as Russia, 
Norway and Canada will see their growth improve.
These predictions underline the importance of policies 
to combat the impact of climate change in countries like 
India.

India is one of the worst affected, with its per capita out-
put expected to fall by 1.33 percentage points.

Large solar storm sparks global aurora on 
Mars
An unexpectedly strong solar storm hit Mars this month, 
sparking a global aurora and doubling radiation levels on 
the red planet, Nasa scientists say.
The solar event on 11 September sparked an aurora 
more than 25 times brighter than any previously seen by 
the MAVEN orbiter, which has been studying the Martian 
atmosphere’s interaction with the solar wind since 2014.
It produced radiation levels on the surface more than dou-
ble any previously measured by the Curiosity rover’s Ra-
diation Assessment Detector (RAD) since that mission’s 
landing in 2012. The high readings lasted more than two 
days. “Nasa’s distributed set of science missions is in the 
right place to detect activity on the Sun and examine the 
effects of such solar events at Mars as never possible be-
fore,” said ElsayedTalaat, programme scientist at Nasa 
headquarters in Washington.
Strangely, it occurred in conjunction with a spate of solar 
activity during what is usually a quiet period in the Sun’s 
11-year sunspot and storm-activity cycle. This event was 
big enough to be detected at Earth too, even though 
Earth was on the opposite side of the Sun from Mars.
“The current solar cycle has been an odd one, with less 
activity than usual during the peak, and now we have 
this large event as we’re approaching solar minimum,” 
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said Sonal Jain of the University of Colorado Boulder’s 
Laboratory for Atmospheric and Space Physics, who is 
a member of MAVEN’s Imaging Ultraviolet Spectrograph 
instrument team.
“This is exactly the type of event both missions were de-
signed to study, and it’s the biggest we’ve seen on the 
surface so far,” said RAD Principal Investigator Don Has-
sler of the Southwest Research Institute in the US. “It 
will improve our understanding of how such solar events 
affect the Martian environment, from the top of the atmos-
phere all the way down to the surface,” Hassler said.
RAD monitored radiation levels inside the encapsulated 
spacecraft that carried Curiosity from Earth to Mars in 
2011 and 2012 and has been steadily monitoring the ra-
diation environment at Mars’ surface for more than five 
years.
RAD findings strengthen understanding of radiation’s im-
pact on Mars habitability, a key objective of the Curiosity 
mission. Nasa is also using RAD findings for planning the 
safety of human-crew missions to Mars.
Highly energetic solar events can significantly increase 
the radiation that penetrates through the atmosphere to 
the Mars surface. The increased radiation also interacts 
with the atmosphere to produce additional, secondary 
particles, which need to be understood and shielded 
against to ensure the safety of future human explorers.
“If you were outdoors on a Mars walk and learned that an 
event like this was imminent, you would definitely want 
to take shelter, just as you would if you were on a space 
walk outside the International Space Station,” Hassler 
said. “To protect our astronauts on Mars in the future, we 
need to continue to provide this type of space weather 
monitoring there,” he said.

Bakhshali, Jambudvipa and India’s role in 
science
London’s Science Museum    unveiled a new exhibition 
that traces India’s contribution to science and technology 
over the past 5,000 years. Bringing together pieces from 
scientific institutes and museums across India as well as 
those held by British institutions, the Indian High Com-
mission and the museum hope to be able to bring the 
exhibition to India too.
The highlight is a folio from the Bakhshali manuscript, 
loaned to the exhibition by the Bodleian Library in Oxford, 
which contains the oldest recorded origins of the symbol 
“zero”.
Dated to 3rd century
In September, the Bodleian revealed that new carbon 

dating research into the manuscript revealed it to be hun-
dreds of years older than originally thought and that it 
could be dated back to the third or fourth century.
Another remarkable piece is an 1817 version of Jambud-
vipa, or Jain map of the world, and a spectrometer from 
1928 designed by Nobel Prize winner C.V. Raman. The 
exhibition also covers significant recent contributions — 
from the Jaipur foot that has been used across 27 coun-
tries to the Intel Pentium processor and the Embrace Nest 
Neonatal pouch. The exhibition also highlights writings 
by some of the most influential figures, including letters 
from S.N. Bose to Albert Einstein, held by the Hebrew 
University of Jerusalem, and selected papers of Sriniva-
sa Ramanujan, held by Trinity College Cambridge.
It also includes an index chart of the great trigonometrical 
survey of India from 1860, which it says “no map in the 
world at that time could rival” for scale, detail and accu-
racy.
“It encapsulates what India has gone through in terms of 
science and technology in the past five thousand years,” 
said India’s Deputy High Commissioner to the U.K. 
Dinesh Patnaik, who hopes to work with the museum to 
take the exhibition to India.
“We wanted to tell that story of India’s role in science and 
technology which is an incredibly difficult and complex 
thing to do— - we wanted to capture just how far reach-
ing it has been in shaping science and technology,” said 
the exhibition’s head of content Matt Kimberly, pointing 
in particular to the spectrometer and the influence it had 
in shaping industries from forensics to art conservation.
Growth of photography
A separate exhibition charts the growth of photography 
in India. One section of it focusses on 1857 and includes 
the bizarre growth of what it refers to as “mutiny tourism”, 
which led to sites of conflict and suffering getting turned 
into “postcards, stereocards and prints for a burgeoning 
British tourist industry”.
It also includes works by artists like Ahmad Ali Khan, the 
court photographer to the last king of AVadh, and Felice 
Beato. The exhibition also focuses on 1947, and includes 
works by photojournalists Henri Cartier Bresson and 
Margaret Bourke-White.

IISc team fabricates nanomaterial to treat 
Parkinson’s
A team of researchers from the Indian Institute of Science 
(IISc) Bengaluru has fabricated a metal oxide nanomate-
rial that is capable of mimicking all three major cellular 
antioxidant enzymes, thereby controlling the level of re-
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active oxygen species (ROS) inside cells. Based on in 
vitro test results, the nanomaterial appears a promising 
candidate for therapeutic applications against oxidative 
stress-induced neurological disorders, particularly Par-
kinson’s. The results were published in the journal Ange-
wandteChemie.
Reactive oxygen species, such as superoxide, hydrogen 
peroxide and hydroxyl radical, which are generated as 
part of a normal physiological process, are essential for 
the normal functioning of cells. Excess of ROS generated 
is usually controlled by the action of three antioxidant en-
zymes (superoxide dismutase, catalase and glutathione 
peroxidase).
Excess ROS
A problem arises when ROS is generated in excess and 
the enzymes are unable to control the level of ROS. Oxi-
dative stress due to excessive ROS causes damage to 
DNA, proteins and lipids; oxidative stress is implicated 
in several diseases such as neurodegeneration, cancer, 
diabetes and cardiovascular diseases.
“We have developed a manganese oxide (Mn3O4) na-
nomaterial which functionally mimics all the three antioxi-
dant enzymes. Earlier, we had shown that vanadium ox-
ide (V2O5) nanowire is capable of exhibiting glutathione 
peroxidase enzyme activity,” says Prof. Govindasamy-
Mugesh from the Department of Inorganic and Physical 
Chemistry, IISc, and one of the corresponding authors 
of the paper. Nanomaterials with enzymelike activity are 
called nanozymes. “This is the first time the activity of all 
three major antioxidant enzymes are seen in a nanoma-
terial.”
The researchers tried several morphologies and found 
the flower-like morphology had the best activity of all 
three enzymes. Pores present on the nanomaterial play 
an important role as enzyme-active sites and help in 
scavenging excess ROS. The larger pore diameter and 
pore volume capable of accommodating all the three 
ROS were found to be critical in determining the enzyme 
activity of the nanomaterial.
No toxicity
In vitro studies using human neuronal cell lines found 
that the nanomaterial caused no cellular toxicity when-
internalised by the cells and hence safe. Metal-based 
complexes are generally toxic to cells. “The nanomaterial 
was not toxic probably because manganese is naturally 
present in our body and is an essential trace element. It is 
not toxic up to a few microgram. This prompted us to use 
manganese-based nanomaterial,” says Namrata Singh 
from the Department of Inorganic and Physical Chemis-

try, IISc and the first author of the paper.
The nanomaterial was found to protect against neurotox-
in-induced cell death by scavenging the excess ROS that 
was artificially generated inside the cells.
“Inside the cells, the nanomaterial was able to substitute 
the cellular enzymes effectively when the enzymes are 
inhibited. Due to high pore size and volume, it was able 
to achieve better activity. So we don’t need much of the 
nanomaterial inside the cells,” says Prof. Patrick D’Silva 
from the Department of Biochemistry at IISc and the oth-
er corresponding author.
Optimum effect
“The manganese oxide nanomaterial was able to control 
the level of ROS inside the cells. They did not scavenge 
the ROS completely. If they do then the normal physi-
ological functions of the cells get affected,” says Prof. 
Mugesh. “It actually scavenges ROS and brings it to op-
timum level so normal functions of the cell are not af-
fected.”
The superoxide dismutase enzyme has two forms and 
one functions in the cytosol and the other inside the mi-
tochondria. “Some amount of nanomaterial gets inside 
the mitochondria as well and controls the ROS produced 
there. The nanozymes have therapeutic potential particu-
larly for Parkinson’s disease,” says Prof. D’Silva.
Parkinson’s model was tested in the lab. The researchers 
are trying to design an animal model in mice for in vivo 
testing.

From noise to music: How the LIGO team 
heard the famous ‘chirp’
With the 2017 Nobel Prize for physics going to the LIGO-
VIRGO collaboration for having directly observed gravi-
tational waves for the first time, black hole mergers have 
become a byword. The instrumentation to differentiate 
and detect this faint signal from the noise was a crucial 
contributions made by Nobel Laureate Rainer Weiss.
The first gravitational waves that were detected were 
small fluctuations of spacetime caused by a violent merg-
ing of two black holes about 1.3 billion light years away. 
We know that light bends due to a change in refractive in-
dex of the air near hot objects like a heated asphalt road. 
Light also bends when spacetime curves due to the pres-
ence of massive gravitational fields. When a gravitational 
wave is incident on the detector, the laser beam behaves 
in a similar manner. One main difference is the magni-
tude. The difference between bending of light in cool air 
and hot air is about 1%, whereas the bending caused 
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by a gravitational wave is about one billion times smaller 
than the thickness of a human hair.
Sensing the minute
“That’s pretty small. How can we turn something like 
this into a signal that’s measurable to us?” asks Rana 
Adhikari, Professor of Physics at Caltech, who has been 
involved in the construction and design of the detectors 
since 1997. He explains, “From my PhD advisor, Rai 
Weiss, I got the strong impression that it was embarrass-
ing to not understand in exacting detail all the constitu-
ents of the noise in the experiment. Once we went down 
the road of making the detailed study of noise a science 
in itself, we realized that there are no limits to measure-
ment. Everything that we wish to understand about the 
universe can be revealed by careful design of experimen-
tal apparatus.”
The photodetectors are sensitive to the brightness of the 
incoming signal. When there is no signal, the two arms 
of the LIGO detector are arranged so that there is can-
cellation of contribution of light. There is still some small 
amount of light coming through. When there is a signal, 
this light shows a variation. “We measure how much light 
is seen when it is very dark [that is, there is no signal]. 
This is about the same as a small handheld laser pointer. 
On top of that brightness, we are trying to measure a vari-
ation in brightness level of about one part in one billion. 
This is manageable. This is just what can be done with 
the best electronics that we have today,” he says.
Ground vibrations
The electronics converts photons into electrons. Like in 
the human ear, there is an electrical signal which has to 
be turned into sound. The detection is in the range of 
frequencies from about 20 Hz to 10 kHz. “The challenge 
is how to reduce the vibration from the ground at those 
frequencies,” Prof Adhikari says.
“[The relevant] ground vibrations are about 1% of the 
diameter of the hydrogen atom, or one hundred million 
times larger than we can handle. We need this vibration 
to be reduced by a factor of one hundred million. We do 
this by using many, many springs” The arrangement is 
that of some six layers of heavy metal beds connected by 
strong springs. At every layer the vibrations of the ground 
are cut off by a significant factor.
LIGO’s interferometers are a ten orders of magnitude im-
proved as compared to the first interferometer made by 
Albert Michaelson in 1881, which was able to measure a 
displacement in nanometres.
Under the high degree of vacuum needed, stainless steel 
has the problem that the hydrogen separates out. So a 

special stainless steel called low-hydrogen stainless steel 
was needed. The steel tubes are also used to house the 
lasers and have to be very clean. These are being made 
at Institute for Plasma Research in Ahmedabad.
In all, the tubes measure 8 km in length and have a di-
ameter of 1.2 m. “So it’s quite a large empty space, and 
it’s all one piece. No one had made such a large vacuum 
chamber earlier, so this is the largest empty space in the 
world,” Prof. Adhikari smiles.

16 balsam species found in 5 years in 
Arunachal
In August 2017, a research paper describingImpatien-
swalongensis, a new species of balsam, was published 
in the peer-reviewed scientific journalPhytotaxa .
The species was discovered from Arunachal Pradesh’s 
Anjaw district, one of India’s easternmost. About a meter 
tall with ovate elliptical leaves and light pink flowers, the 
plant was named after Walong, the locality where it was 
found.Impatienswalongensisis the latest but not the only 
new discovery of balsam in Arunachal Pradesh.
In 2017 alone, scientists discovered and published their 
findings on five other new species of balsam, taking the 
total number of balsam species discovered this year to 
six.
Impatiens arunachalensis, which bears purple flowers 
and a pink throat, was discovered from the Upper Siang 
district. Since only 50 plants of the species were found at 
a particular location, scientists described the conserva-
tion status of the plant as critically endangered.
Another species,Impatienszironiana, with lanceolate pale 
yellow floral buds flowering and fruiting in the rainy sea-
son from July to September, was discovered from the 
Lower Subansiri district.
Two more species of balsam,Impatiensrugosipetalafrom 
the State’s Lower Dibang valley, andImpatienstatoensis-
from the West Siang district, were also discovered and 
described earlier this year.
“Three new species of balsam were discovered from 
Arunachal Pradesh in 2016, and five [were discovered] in 
2015. Since 2013, at least 16 new species of plants under 
the genus Impatiens, commonly referred to as balsam, 
have been discovered from Arunachal Pradesh,” said 
RajibGogoi, a scientist with the Botanical Survey of India 
(BSI), who has been working on balsams in Arunachal 
Pradesh since 2012, told The Hindu .
He said that botanists have found 55 species of balsam 
from the northeastern State, 16 of which are new discov-
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eries to science.
Soil requirement
Known for their starkly differing flower shapes, which are 
produced along the stem with vivid colours like pink, red, 
white, purple and yellow, balsams grow in rich moist soil. 
Across the world, about 1,000 species of these angio-
sperms or closed seeded plants are known to occur.
In India, about 210 balsam species were known till these 
new discoveries from Arunachal Pradesh emerged. Now, 
the number of balsam species has increased to 230.
“What makes the Impatiens interesting is the high end-
emism among these plants. In most cases, while collect-
ing the specimens, only a handful of plants are spotted. 
Since these plants have a very small habitat, they face a 
threat from the fast-changing landscape of the region,” 
said Souravjyoti Borah, another botanist associated with 
these discoveries.
Mr. Borah, who has been working with Mr. Gogoi on ge-
nus Impatiens, pointed out that inaccessibility and the dif-
ficult terrain of the region were among the reasons why it 
took so long for the new species to be discovered.
The researchers also had to dissect and study their mor-
phology in the field itself.
Study on hybrids
Both botanists emphasise that balsams have immense 
horticultural importance. Studies on hybrids of the plants 
have been undertaken in parts of the country to produce 
flowers that can sustain in different environmental condi-
tions. Different hybrids can be created from wild balsam 
species, so it is important to know the actual number of 
balsam species in the wild, Mr. Borah said.

External ground delays holding up GSAT-9 
benefits
Some five months after the South Asia Satellite or GSAT-
9 was put up in space as New Delhi’s gift to six neigh-
bours, ground delays outside India seem to be holding up 
its planned harvest.
The Indian Space Research Organisation, which owns 
and operates the roughly Rs. 200-crore communication 
spacecraft, says it has initiated the processes to set up 
ground stations for the partners to receive/send satellite 
communication. It has invited expressions of interest to 
find suitable Indian industry players who will set up the 
ground equipment.
While half of the satellite’s 12 Ku-band transponders are 
reserved for the partners, the Indian part has been in use 
without a hitch.
A.S. Kiran Kumar, ISRO Chairman, told The Hindu , “It is 

a work in progress. We are now trying to get the partner 
governments to start using the services of the satellite. 
They must first set up the ground segment, depending 
on what they need.” The satellite has a planned life of 12 
years.
It would be a slow build-up as work must be coordinat-
ed with each of the six governments. “We are trying to 
push it as much as possible but it does not move at the 
pace that we would like. Eventually we will support them 
through Indian industry,” said Mr. Kiran Kumar, who is 
also Secretary, Department of Space, that functions un-
der the Prime Minister.
In India, which has a 50-year active space history, sat-
com-based activities can routinely begin in a couple of 
months after a communications satellite is launched. But 
for the smaller neighbours, space is a relatively new area.
India’s space programme is helping Afghanistan, Bangla-
desh, Bhutan, the Maldives, Nepal and Sri Lanka. Their 
satellite-based services are said to be small and some 
may be using commercial foreign satellites.

We will support partner governments through Indian in-
dustry, says ISRO

Speed in Bhutan
In the case of Bhutan, Mr. Kiran Kumar said there had 
been significant progress and many interactions, be-
cause of which “we are going ahead” faster than with the 
others.
To begin with, ISRO has enabled video transmission up-
linked from India. Once the countries start using their part 
of satellite fully, he said it could open or spur activities 
for poor and unconnected areas — tele-education and 
tele-medicine or consultations with doctors, besides a 
SAARC library link of regionally relevant information.
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India has offered each country one Ku-band transponder 
free of cost, along with services. The gesture is meant to 
spread the use of DTH television and VSATs to support 
Internet-based applications.
The South Asia Satellite was first announced by the 
Prime Minister in 2014. India itself has been grappling 
with an old shortage of Ku-band transponders — be-
cause of which Indian DTH operators lease their capacity 
on private foreign satellites.
Asked about it, Mr. Kiran Kumar said sharing amidst 
scarcity was a generous act for the larger good.

Biology in space and on Earth: Studies on the 
ISS
What happens on the return to the Earth after the trip?
“Around the World in Eighty Days” was the famous 1873 
novel by the French writer Jules Verne. It was a chal-
lenge then. A century and half later, anyone can do this 
within 80 hours, on an airplane. We can now go around 
half the world (say, from India to California) in 20 hours. 
That of course upsets our body clock. What is daytime 
here is night time there, and it takes a day or two to adjust 
our daily rhythm. The biological mechanism behind such 
daily rhythms (not just of people but even of plants) has 
been understood, and this fetched this year’s Nobel Prize 
for three scientists.
“Fly me to the moon, let me play among the stars, let me 
see what spring is like, on Jupiter and Mars” sang Frank 
Sinatra sixty years ago. The Verne challenge has moved 
from Earth to the sky and the stars. And it appears, soon 
enough, it will be possible for anyone to be an astronaut. 
There are already companies that offer space trips to 
people. And when that becomes commonplace, what are 
all the biological changes that occur to life forms, how 
they adapt to the altered environment and recover once 
they return to Earth – these are issues that are being 
actively studied today.
Two sets of projects are going on in this connection. One 
set is to keep humans in space for extended periods of 
time (months or years), study them there and again after 
they return home to earth. The International Space Sta-
tion (ISS) was launched in 1998 at an altitude of 408 km 
above the Earth, and its residents experience near zero 
gravity. What happens to their bodies, organs, blood flow 
and other biological features is the major study here.
Space microbiology
The other set of experiments going on involves launching 
cells (single cell organisms such as bacteria) into space 
and studying their properties there, and comparing them 
with ‘controls’ on earth. This branch is now termed as 

space microbiology. Studying cells gives us a fundamen-
tal idea about what happens at the molecular level, and 
this will help in extending it further to tissues, organs and 
the whole organism itself – from the micro to the macro.
The latest report in space microbiology comes from the 
group of Dr Luis Zea of the University of Colorado in the 
US (Zea et al, Frontiers in Microbiology 2017; 8: 1598.
doi:10.3389/fmicb.2017.01598). They sent one set of the 
bacterium E. colisamples to the ISS and had an astro-
naut there study its size, shape, response to the killer 
drug gentamycin, and other properties. The control set of 
E coli was studied at Colorado on earth, and the proper-
ties of the two sets compared. Such comparison ought to 
throw light on the effects of gravity on various aspects of 
cell biology.
The comparison is informative. First, the cells in ISS 
changed their shape, shrunk in size, the cell walls be-
came thicker, coated with a film (called biofilm), and pro-
duced more spherical buds on their outer membranes 
than the controls on earth. These buds, called the out-
er membrane vesicles, enable bacterial survival during 
stress conditions. E coli in ISS were more drug-resistant 
than the controls on earth. It appears that the absence 
of gravity, which helps in transporting and pushing fluids 
‘downstream’, the major mechanism of fluid movement, 
appears to be just diffusion, which is less efficient.
Experiments needed
Two other points also came out of this study. First, there 
may be a greater risk of infection in astronauts (or great-
er doses of the drug), and second, the endogenous mi-
crobes that live in the guts of astronauts, helping their 
metabolic activities, might become less efficient. More 
experiments are needed to ascertain these possibilities.
Turning now to real humans circling the earth on ISS. 
Experiments reveal that the viscosity of their blood in-
creases, circulation decreases and the cardiovascular 
system becomes “lazy”, or slows down a bit. The eyeballs 
become a bit oblong. Bones become thinner and organs 
like the liver ‘shift” a bit. All these have been explained as 
due to the near-absence of gravity. These results are of 
value when we send manned space ships to other plan-
ets. What happens when they return to Mother Earth after 
such space trips – do they recover? The answer appears 
to be “yes”, since astronauts who returned home after a 
long stay at ISS, recover well with time. This is gratifying 
to note; recall the astronaut Sunita Williams actually ran 
a marathon back on earth, after a period of stay in space.
What about the biochemistry, cell biology and gene bi-
ology of astronauts? Do they differ from those of their 
earthbound brothers? The answer will come soon, once 
the ongoing, exciting identical twin study is over. Scott 
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Kelly is a spaceman at ISS, while his identical twin Mark 
Kelly (a retired officer) stayed back on earth. Research-
ers have taken biological samples from each twin, be-
fore, during and after Scott’s space mission (lasting 340 
days at ISS). Is there a “space gene” that operates while 
in space, and goes silent back on earth? The study is 
ongoing and we await the results with excitement.
dbala@lvpei.org

IIT Madras develops algorithms that learn 
likehumans
It is known that DeepMind, the company which was ac-
quired by Google, produced an algorithm called AlphaGo 
that beat the world’s number one at the Go game. One of 
the methods behind the success of AlphaGo, called deep 
reinforcement learning, is being further developed by IIT 
Madras researchers to construct their own algorithm to 
play not just the Go game, but for more complex tasks.
What they build into the algorithm is not just learning, but 
learning from mistakes as well.
“There are two parts to engineering this – one involves 
incorporating features into the neural network that will 
get the program to recognize parts of the screen [when 
playing a game]. The other part involves making associa-
tions between utilities and action – for instance deciding 
whether to move left or right based on a specific pattern 
on the screen,” explains Prof. B Ravindran who heads 
the Robert Bosch Centre for Data Science and Artificial 
Intelligence, at IIT Madras.
The team trained the algorithm using “experts” that were 
basically programs that had mastered a method of play-
ing the game. Apart from this, the algorithm was also 
made to learn “from scratch” – that is, without the inter-
vention of experts.
Not just this, the manner of learning mimics humans. For 
instance, humans don’t change their strategy too fast, 
usually. So if the player [a bot or an algorithm] takes a 
left turn, it continues to do that for a predetermined time. 
This incorporated smoothness into the decision making. 
“When we came up with algorithms that incorporated 
this, we observed improvement by several thousand per 
cent in the learning performance,” says Prof. Ravindran.
Squash to tennis
If a player knew how to play squash, can she use that 
knowledge to play tennis? This is known as transfer 
learning. Within this there are various things to contend 
with – selective transfer, which is, in the example of ten-
nis, akin to learning the forehand of one player and the 
backhand of another player. This sort of hybrid-making 

can come of use when the machine learns from different 
“experts” with different skills.
Another ability built into the program was a tendency to 
avoid negative transfer. That is, if the “expert” that the 
program was learning from is actually bad at the game, 
the algorithm stops following this expert and chooses a 
different option – which may be following another expert 
or learning from scratch by itself. Prof. Ravindran ex-
plains by showing a graph in which relative performances 
of various programs that have been tutored with and with-
out these features have been mapped out. The results 
clearly demonstrate the usefulness of incorporating the 
selective transfer and avoidance of negative transfers.
Having worked on the relatively simple arcade games , 
the team now plans to move on to more complex tasks 
involving higher-level skills. Humans operate at different 
levels of granularity in decision making, also we incorpo-
rate memory easily into learning. Can this be taught to 
machines?
They could be working on self-driving cars very soon: 
“We are planning to build in concepts of risk-awareness 
through deep reinforcement learning. To apply these ide-
as to robotics and, say, self-driving cars, there needs to 
be safety and risk-awareness built in. So we are working 
on this,” he says.

Boosting horticulture through remote 
sensing
Union Agriculture Minister Radha Mohan Singh   an-
nounced March 2018 as the deadline to complete the 
ambitious project of developing the horticulture sector 
using remote sensing technology and geo-informatics.
India is the second-largest producer of fruits and vegeta-
bles in the world and the biggest producer of fruits such 
as banana, mango, papaya and lemon among others. 
But the country still has some distance to cover in terms 
of exports as post-harvest wastage of produce in India 
is high.
In 2015, the Modi government started project CHAMAN 
— acronym for Coordinated Horticulture Assessment 
and Management using geo-informatics — to prepare a 
comprehensive horticultural plan. Using remote sensing 
technology to study soil conditions, land use, weather 
and cropping patter, the Centre has chosen 185 districts 
across the country where seven selected crops are being 
promoted.
Once complete, the findings of the project would be 
shared with all states to give to boost to cultivation of 
horticultural crops.
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States put into groups
Different states have been divided into different groups to 
grow banana, mango, citrus fruits, potato, tomato, onion 
and chilli.
Sharing the progress of the project CHAMAN at a press 
briefing, Mr Singh said the Centre would convene a 
meeting of the northeastern states by January next year 
as the report on horticulture development for this region 
was ready.
“This sector provides nutrient rich crops to the people and 
better remunerative prices to the farmers and increases 
their incomes,” Mr. Singh said.
Under CHAMAN, Tamil Nadu, Andhra Pradesh, Karnata-
ka, Gujarat and Maharashtra have been identified as the 
major banana-growing states. Mango cultivation is being 
promoted in Andhra, Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Karnataka and 
Telangana, while onion is the focus for Maharashtra, Gu-
jarat, Karnataka and Madhya Pradesh.

Scientists detect gravitational waves, light 
from neutron star collision

This image obtained from the European Southern Obser-
vatory on 16 October 2017 is an artists impression show-
ing two tiny but very dense neutron stars at the point at 
which they merge and explode as a kilonova. Photo: AFP
Cambridge, Massachusetts: Scientists in the US and Eu-
rope have for the first time detected gravitational waves, 
the ripples in space and time predicted by Albert Einstein, 
at the same time as light from the same cosmic event, 
according to research published  .
The waves, caused by the collision of two neutron stars 
some 130 million years ago, were first detected in Au-
gust in the Laser Interferometer Gravitational-Wave Ob-
servatories, known as LIGO, in Washington state and 
Louisiana as well as at a third detector, named Virgo in 
Italy. Two seconds later, observatories on earth and in 
space detected a burst of light in the form of gamma rays 
from the same path of the southern sky, which analysis 

showed likely to be from the same source.
Less than two years have passed since scientists work-
ing at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and the 
California Institute of Technology first detected gravita-
tional waves coming off two black holes.
The gravitational waves had been predicted by Einstein 
in 1916, as an outgrowth of his groundbreaking general 
theory of relativity, which depicted gravity as a distortion 
of space and time triggered by the presence of matter.
Three US scientists who made that discovery were 
awarded the Nobel prize in Physics earlier this month.
The findings published   help confirm Einstein’s theory, 
said the researchers, whose work was published in Phys-
ical Review Letters.
“From informing detailed models of the inner workings of 
neutron stars and the emissions they produce, to more 
fundamental physics such as general relativity, this event 
is just so rich,” said MIT senior research scientist David 
Shoemaker. “It is a gift that will keep on giving.”
The LIGO instruments work in unison and use lasers 
to detect remarkably small vibrations from gravitational 
waves as they pass through the earth.
Previously, scientists could only study space by observ-
ing electromagnetic waves such as radio waves, vis-
ible light, infrared light, X-rays and gamma rays. Those 
waves encounter interference as they travel across the 
universe, but gravitational waves do not, meaning they 
offer a wealth of additional information.
The colliding neutron stars were smaller than the black 
holes that LIGO previously detected.
Black holes are so dense that not even photons of light 
can escape their gravity. Neutron stars are relatively 
small, about the size of a city, the compact remains of a 
larger star that died.
The National Science Foundation, an independent agen-
cy of the US government, provided about $1.1 billion in 
funding for the LIGO research over 40 years. Reuters

Water once flowed on ‘cold and icy’ ancient 
Mars: study
Washington: Water may have flowed on ancient Mars in 
peak summers, even though the red planet was gener-
ally frozen over, a study suggests. For scientists trying to 
understand what ancient Mars might have been like, the 
red planet sends some mixed signals.
While water-carved valleys and lake beds leave little 
doubt that water once flowed on the surface, climate 
models for early Mars suggest average temperatures 
around the globe stayed well below freezing. The study 
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led by scientists at Brown University in the US offers a 
potential bridge between the “warm and wet” story told by 
Martian geology and the “cold and icy” past suggested by 
atmospheric models.
The study, published in the journal Icarus, shows that 
it is plausible, even if Mars was generally frozen over, 
that peak daily temperatures in summer might sneak 
above freezing just enough to cause melting at the 
edges of glaciers. That meltwater, produced in relatively 
small amounts year after year, could have been enough 
to carve the features observed on the planet   , the re-
searchers conclude.
“We see this in the Antarctic Dry Valleys, where sea-
sonal temperature variation is sufficient to form and sus-
tain lakes even though mean annual temperature is well 
below freezing,” said Ashley Palumbo, PhD student at 
Brown University. “We wanted to see if something similar 
might be possible for ancient Mars,” said Palumbo.

The study shows that it is plausible, even if Mars was 
generally frozen over, that peak daily temperatures 
in summer might sneak above freezing just enough to 
cause melting at the edges of glaciers. Photo: PTI
The researchers started with a state-of-the-art climate 
model for Mars - one that assumes an ancient atmos-
phere composed largely of carbon dioxide as it is today. 
The model generally produces a cold and icy early Mars, 
partly because the Sun’s energy output is thought to have 
been much weaker early in solar system history.
The researchers ran the model for a broad parameter 
space for variables that may have been important around 
four billion years ago when the iconic valley networks on 
the planet’s southern highlands were formed. While sci-
entists generally agree that the Martian atmosphere was 
thicker in the past, it is not clear just how thick it actually 
was.
Likewise, while most researchers agree that the atmos-
phere was mostly carbon dioxide, there may have been 
small amounts of other greenhouse gases present. Re-

searchers ran the model with various plausible atmos-
pheric thicknesses and extra amounts of greenhouse 
warming. The model produced scenarios in which ice 
covered the region near the location of the valley net-
works.
While the planet’s mean annual temperature in those 
scenarios stayed well below freezing, the model pro-
duced peak summertime temperatures in the southern 
highlands that rose above freezing. The results offer a 
potential means of reconciling the geological evidence 
for flowing water on early Mars with the atmospheric evi-
dence for a cold and icy planet, researchers said.

Water level rises to 70% in major reservoirs 
across India

A view of Idukki Dam Reservoir. Photo: AnandVenugo-
pal/ Wikimedia Commons
New Delhi: The water level in 91 major reservoirs across 
the country has risen to 70% of their total storage capac-
ity from 68% last week, the government said t   .
As of 12 October, the water storage in the reservoirs was 
107.28 billion cubic metres (BCM). It has now increased 
to 110.012 BCM (for the week ending on 18 October).
The latest water levels in the reservoirs are 93% of the 
storage reported during the corresponding period last 
year, the Union water resources ministry said in a state-
ment.
These are 94% of the decadal average for the corre-
sponding period, the statement said.
The reservoirs in states such as Rajasthan, Jharkhand, 
Odisha, Gujarat, Maharashtra, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya 
Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and Telangana have reported 
lesser storage level than last year.
Major dams in Himachal Pradesh, Punjab, West Bengal, 
Tripura, Uttarakhand, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka, Ker-
ala and Tamil Nadu have reported better storage level 
vis-a-vis the corresponding period last year.
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IIT teams use plant extract, heat to kill skin 
cancer cells
Nanoparticle formulation of a chlorophyll-rich biomolecu-
lar extract of an Indian medicinal plant Anthocephalus-
cadamba combined with a near-infrared dye has been 
found to selectively kill skin cancer cells.
The plant extract is particularly toxic to cancer cells as 
there is enhanced generation of reactive oxygen species 
(ROS) while the dye aids in the destruction of cancer 
cells through photothermal therapy. Near-infrared light 
was used to heating up the nanoformulation.
The results were published in the International Journal of 
Biological Macromolecules.
Two teams from Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Hy-
derabad and IIT Bombay working together have achieved 
promising results using skin cancer cell lines.
While the plant extract is hydrophobic and hence the 
uptake by cells will be less, the nanoformulation of the 
extract makes it less hydrophobic, thereby increasing 
the bioavailability significantly. The extract and the dye 
together are encapsulated in a FDA-approved polymer to 
produce the nanoformulation.
“Uptake of the Nano formulation is nearly the same by 
normal and cancerous cells. But the extract produces el-
evated levels of ROS only in cancerous cells. Right now 
we don’t know the precise mechanism by which higher 
ROS is generated inside cancer cells,” says Dr. Aravind 
Kumar Rengan from the Department of Biomedical Engi-
neering at IIT Hyderabad and one of the corresponding 
authors of the paper. The levels of ROS inside normal 
cells were insignificant.
Unlike the highly selective nature of the extract, the pho-
tothermal ablation produced by the dye when exposed to 
near-infrared light is not selective. “So we have minimised 
the photothermal effect and enhanced the selective tox-
icity by adding the plant extract. This way, we need to 
use minimal photothermal effect to kill cancer cells,” Dr. 
Rengan says.
Synergestic effects
“We have been to achieve a synergistic effect by combin-
ing the natural extract and photo thermal therapy. There 
was higher cell death when the combination was used 
than when photo thermal therapy alone was used,” says 
Prof. Rohit Srivastava from the Department of Bioscienc-
es and Bioengineering at IIT Bombay and the other cor-
responding author of the paper.
The NIR dye used (IR-780) for photothermal effect is an 
inherently imaging agent. The makes the use of any oth-
er chemical as an imaging agent redundant.

On being irradiated with near-infrared light, the dye gets 
heated up and facilitates the release of the extract from 
polymer membrane. After 4-5 minutes of irradiation, 
about 80% of cancer cells were killed. AFter irradiation, 
the temperature of nanoparticles that contained the dye 
and the extract increased to 51 degree C. Cells die when 
heated beyond 42 degree C.
“The Nano formulation with only the plant extract killed 
less than 20% skin cancer cells while the Nano formula-
tion with only the dye killed 45-50% cells. But the extract 
and the dye used together killed 82-83% cancer cells,” 
says TejaswiniAppidi from the Department of Biomedical 
Engineering at IIT Hyderabad and one of the first authors 
of the paper.
But the crude extract (not made into Nano formulation) 
killed 51% cancer cells at 20 microgram per ml concen-
tration. “The reduced toxicity of the extract in Nano for-
mulation was because only very little of the extract could 
come out of the polymer coating,” says Appidi.
“We will be working on different kinds of breast cancer 
in animal models,” says Deepak Pemmaraju from the 
Department of Biomedical Engineering at IIT Hyderabad 
and the first author of the paper. “At 780 nm, the penetra-
tion of IR will be less than 0.5 cm. The depth of penetra-
tion can be increased by using higher IR wavelength.”
The use of nanoformulation containing both the extract 
and the dye will be particularly useful in treating resistant 
cancer cells.
“The extract that is released will suppress the growth of 
resistant cancer cells that escape the transient photo-
thermal heat,” says Dr. Rengan.

IIT Hyderabad uses activated jamun to 
remove fluoride from water

In business:Activated jamun powder was able to reduce 
the fluoride content of Nalgonda groundwater from 3.2 ml 
per litre to 1.5 ml per litre.K. AnanthanK_Ananthan  
The activated jamun powder can be reused up to five 
times by heating it to 50 degree C
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Now, while removing excess fluoride from drinking wa-
ter, the usual problems such as high operational costs 
and getting rid of toxic sludge will be a thing of the past. 
Researchers at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) 
Hyderabad have used activated jamun seed powder to 
bring the fluoride content in drinking water to less than the 
WHO limit of 1.5 mg per litre. The results were published 
in the Journal of Environmental Chemical Engineering.
The team led by Dr. Chandra S. Sharma from the Depart-
ment of Chemical Engineering at IIT Hyderabad mixed 
the jamun seed powder thoroughly with potassium hy-
droxide and heated it to 900 degree C for an hour to pro-
duce activated jamun powder. The activation increases 
the pore volume several times and the surface area by 
more than 50 times. As a result, the fluoride adsorption 
efficiency increased several times compared to samples 
that were not treated with KOH but heated to 900 degree 
C.
The fluoride ion removal increases with a decrease in pH, 
with maximum adsorption found at pH 3. The activated 
jamun seed acquires a positive charge at low pH and the 
positive charge attracts the fluoride ions while the nega-
tive charge in an alkaline medium repulses the fluoride 
ions.
With fluoride adsorption capacity of 3.65 milligram per 
gram, activated jamun seed was close to tea ash (3.75 
milligram per gram) but much higher than other substanc-
es such as banana peel, coffee husk, and coconut shell.
“Besides testing the activated jamun seed powder in the 
lab we also tested it using groundwater taken from Nal-
gonda village, which is one of the worst fluoride-affected 
villages in India. After two hours of contact time, we were 
able to reduce the fluoride content from 3.2 milligram per 
litre to less than 1.5 milligram per litre, which is the WHO 
limit,” says Dr. Sharma.
On heating the activated jamun powder to 50 degree C, 
the fluoride gets desorbed and the jamun powder can be 
reused up to five times. “About 96% of the fluoride can 
be desorbed. So there is a loss of only 4% efficiency after 
each desorption,” he says.
Disposal of sludge
Disposal of the fluoride sludge is another area that the 
team is working on. “The fluoride ions desorbed from the 
activated carbon will be present in very small quantity of 
water. We can add sodium hydroxide to this water to pro-
duce sodium fluoride,” he says. The major objective of 
the current study was to evaluate the fluoride removal 
efficiency using a novel, low-cost activated carbon.
“We will next be testing the efficiency of the activated ja-
mun powder in water containing multiple ions such as flu-

oride, arsenic and heavy metals,” says RamyaAraga the 
Department of Chemical Engineering at IIT Hyderabad 
and the first author of the paper.
“We have so far carried out all tests in batches. We need 
to now undertake column studies,” says Araga. The con-
tinuous flow parameters have to be optimised to achieve 
best results; during the batch studies, two hours of con-
tact time was needed for the fluoride to be removed.

IISc: new tool to diagnose malaria

 
The tool tests the rigidity of the cell
By studying the properties of normal red blood cells 
(RBCs) and parasite-infected RBCs, scientists at the In-
dian Institute of Science, Bengaluru, (IISc) have devel-
oped a new diagnostic tool for early detection of malaria.
Currently, visual microscopic identification of the malar-
ial parasite Plasmodiuminside red blood cells (RBCs) is 
used, but the new tool can detect the disease even in 
RBCs that do not themselves host the parasite but lie 
near the infected ones. RBCs that lie close to the infected 
ones appear rigid much like the affected ones and this 
helps in easy diagnosis. The results were recently pub-
lished inBiomedical Journal.
Optical-tweezers
Blood samples with malaria infections caused by P. fal-
ciparum and P. vivax were collected from the Bangalore 
Medical College and Research Institute and studied. 
RBCs were separated out from the blood, and a single 
RBC was trapped in an optical tweezer trap. In this tech-
nique, laser beams are focused at the micron-sized RBC 
(like tweezers holding the RBC) under a microscope and 
imaged with a video camera.
The Brownian motion (random movement of particles) of 
the normal RBC was found to be different from the in-
fected ones.
A photodetector was used to measure this motion of the 
trapped particle. The researchers quantified the fluctua-
tions using the ‘corner frequency’ measurement. The cor-
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ner frequency of normal cells was 25 hertz whereas it 
was 29 hertz for infected cells. The change in frequency 
was due to the difference in the rigidity of the cells; the 
infected cells were more rigid compared to the normal 
ones.
When trapped, the RBC gets folded as it is biconcave in 
shape and the time taken for folding inside the trap was 
measured. As the infected cells were more rigid they took 
about 1.33 seconds to fold whereas normal cells took 
only 0.8 seconds. A measure of folding time can also be 
used to determine whether a cell is infected.
Bystander effect
“Only 2-5% of the RBCs host the parasite. But we can 
see the rigidity in other RBCs in the infected pool also. 
This is called the bystander effect and it is very helpful 
in our tweezers study. P.vivax infects mainly the imma-
ture RBCs (reticulocytes) but due to this effect we could 
see changes in the mature RBCs not hosting the parasite 
too. We are yet to understand what exactly is released 
into the blood stream that causes rigidity even in the non-
hosting cells,” says Apurba Paul from the Department of 
Physics at IISc and first author of the paper.
According to the researchers, the tweezers technique 
can be used as a general screening tool for all stages of 
malarial infection. “The technique is very easy and does 
not require trained personnel as it is fully automated. 
Very little blood is needed, and it can be drawn at any 
time of the day. The changes can be seen in the blood 
even when the parasite count is very low due to the by-
stander effect,” Paul adds.

Self-taught program beats humans at 
Go game
Researchers at DeepMind, a company that specialises 
in developing artificial intelligence, have succeeded in 
developing a program – AlphaGoZero – that can beat hu-
man players at the Go game. Now that itself does not 
sound new – it is well known that earlier versions of Al-
phaGo have beaten world champions at the game. What 
is new is that, using the method of deep reinforcement 
learning, the program has actually learnt the game all by 
itself – with no human inputs – from scratch, tabula rasa!
The Go game is a Chinese board game played on a 
checkerboard with ‘stones’ of two colours. The name 
translates into ‘the encircling game’ and the aim of each 
player would be to surround as much territory as pos-
sible.
The system starts with a neural network that knows noth-
ing about the game. This plays against itself, combining 

the neural network with a search algorithm. The network 
is updated to predict the next move as well as the pro-
spective winner. The updated neural network and the 
search algorithm are combined to produce a new version 
of AlphaGoZero. The process is then repeated to build 
better program at the end of each iteration.
Thus, in just a few days, over millions of games against it-
self, the program learnt the Go game from scratch. It was 
interesting that the game not only learnt human strate-
gies but also gained new types of knowledge which were 
unconventional for humans.
After three hours of training, AlphaGoZero played like a 
human beginner foregoing long term advantages in fa-
vour of capturing as many stones as possible; after 19 
hours it mastered advanced strategies such as life-and-
death, influence and strategy; in 70 hours, it played at a 
superhuman level, with a game involving multiple chal-
lenges across the board.
Backgammon and Go
“It’s a powerful method,” says Professor B Ravindran, 
head of Robert Bosch Centre for Data Science and Ar-
tificial Intelligence, at IIT Madras, who was not involved 
in this research. He recalls that in the 1990s Gerald 
Tesauro, IBM Research, used reinforcement learning to 
master the backgammon game. “Go is several orders 
more complex. There was no player [AI] until the deep 
neural networks came in. The search technique is about 
15 years old and in conjunction with the neural network it 
is powerful,” he says.
While David Silver, corresponding author of the Nature 
paper, was unavailable to comment on the work, De-
mis Hassabis, co-founder and CEO, DeepMind, said in 
an email: “It’s amazing to see just how far AlphaGo has 
come in only two years. AlphaGo Zero is now the strong-
est version of our program and shows how much pro-
gress we can make even with less computing power and 
zero use of human data. Ultimately we want to harness 
algorithmic breakthroughs like this to help solve all sorts 
of pressing real world problems like protein folding or de-
signing new materials. If we can make the same progress 
on these problems that we have with AlphaGo, it has the 
potential to drive forward human understanding and posi-
tively impact all of our lives.”

More species of snakehead fish found
 
Confusions over snakehead fish species identity need 
not bother ichthyologists any more, as a global digital da-
tabase of the species has been developed.
A global collaborative initiative involving as many as 10 
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scientific institutions has barcoded these freshwater fish 
varieties, which got their name from their unique snake-
like snout. The members of the species are found distrib-
uted from the Middle East to eastern Asia, Central and 
West Africa and the Nile.
Earlier, it was widely believed that there were 38 spe-
cies in this group. However, DNA-level analysis showed 
that there were several more species than first thought. 
The species strength of snakeheads could be 53 or even 
more, said Rajeev Raghavan, Assistant professor of 
the Kerala University for Fisheries and Ocean Studies, 
Kochi, which is one of the partnering institutions in the 
project. The research findings were recently published in 
PLOS ONE.

There could be 53 or more species
New species
Snakeheads are of great demand in the domestic market 
for food as well as for ornamental purposes. Since these 
species are mostly found in the inland waterbodies, no 
data on their catch is available. It’s mostly the brightly 
coloured ones from northeastern India that find their way 
into aquaria.
The barcoding also succeeded in identifying new species 
Channa from Assam, foothills of Bhutan, Myanmar and 
another one from Congo.
The analysis of the data revealed that the eastern Hima-
laya and the adjoining region of Myanmar were hotspots 
for snakehead diversity, as up to 10 snakehead species 
described during the last quarter century originated from 
this region, explained Dr. Raghavan.
Current status
India is currently home to 15 species of Channa and the 
species diversity could go up as more studies would be 
undertaken.
Four currently known species — Channabankanen-
sis found in Indonesia and Malaysia, Channamarulius, 
Channastriata and Channagachua — found in the Indian 
subcontinent and parts of Southeast Asia, are considered 

species complexes, where different species are currently 
known under a single name because their taxonomy is 
poorly known or studied, he explained.
More taxonomic studies on the species complexes are 
required for conservation purposes as many of the cur-
rently wide ranging species are listed as of “least con-
cern” in the Red List of IUCN.
One of the criteria for assessing a species as of least 
concern is its wide distribution. The breaking down of the 
species complex into individual species may have a dif-
ferent story to tell about its distribution which may prompt 
the scientific community to think for more species-specif-
ic conservation programs, felt researchers.

Organic near-IR filter developed
An organic filter that allows only near-infrared (NIR) light 
to pass through has been developed by scientists at the 
CSIR-National Institute for Interdisciplinary Science and 
Technology (CSIR-NIIST) based in Thiruvananthapuram.
The filter can be used for night vision glasses, night pho-
tography, and will have applications in security and fo-
rensics such as identifying blood stains on a dark fabric.
Currently available inorganic filters are expensive and 
brittle whereas organic filters are easy to process and 
flexible too. The filter was prepared by mixing a black dye 
(diketopyrrolopyrrole or DPP) having an amide group that 
helps the molecules to be in close contact with each other 
and interact leading to changes in their optical properties.
“The amide group helps in binding and self-assembly of 
the molecule leading to the formation of a soft organo-
gel,” says Dr. AyyappanpillaiAjayaghosh, Director of NI-
IST, who led the team of researchers.
Organogel is key
The organogel-based filter has the ability to absorb both 
ultraviolet and visible light while allowing the near-infra-
red light alone to pass through. The nanofibres formed 
through the self-assembly of the DPP molecules are re-
sponsible for the broad light absorption of the material, 
making it appear dark.
The researchers developed the filter by mixing the or-
ganogel with a transparent polymer (polydimethylsilox-
ane). The addition of the dye turns the transparent poly-
mer into a semi-transparent one and the filter appears 
black as it absorbs most of the ultraviolet-visible light.
“Only very little of the organogel has to be added to 
the polymer to make the filter. The material is present 
throughout the polymer matrix even though very little is 
added,” says Samrat Ghosh from the Chemical Sciences 
and Technology Division at NIIST and the first author of 
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the paper published in the journalAdvanced Materials .
The filter was found to absorb light from 300-850 nm 
(both ultraviolet, visible and a part of NIR light) and trans-
mit NIR light from 850-1500 nm. The researchers tested 
it for night photography and found the filter responsive 
only to NIR light.
Dried blood strains on a black cloth that remained invis-
ible to naked eyes became clearly visible and detectable 
when viewed through a camera with the NIR filter. Tam-
pering of a cheque which was not discernible to naked 
eyes could be easily identified when viewed through a 
camera with the filter.
Another potential application of the new material is in the 
design of hidden security codes on documents which can 
be viewed only through a NIR-readable camera.

SC bans use of pet coke in NCR
The Supreme Court    directed the prohibition of industrial 
use of pet coke and furnace oil in NCR regions from No-
vember 1, 2017. The order follows the recommendation 
of the Supreme Court-appointed Environment Pollution 
Control Authority (EPCA) to ban the sale, distribution and 
use of furnace oil and pet coke in the NCR. Their use is 
already prohibited in Delhi.
A Bench led by Justice Madan B. Lokur also imposed 
a fine of Rs. 2 lakh on the Ministry of Environment for 
not fixing any emission standards for industries using pet 
coke and furnace oil in the NCR region.
Casting its net wider against sources of air pollution and 
government apathy after recently cracking down on the 
sale of firecrackers during Deepavali, the Supreme Court 
said fixing emission norms for industries using these tox-
ic materials was vital for public health.
‘Lethargy, laziness’
The delay on the government’s side, the court said, was 
symptomatic of “lethargy and laziness.”
Snubbing the Ministry for submitting draft norms only on 
October 23, the court said failure from the Ministry’s side 
to pay the Rs. 2 lakh fine would invite serious penalties.
In a separate hearing, the same Bench, led by Justice 
Lokur, ordered the demolition of a high-tech, multi-park-
ing lot built a kilometre from the Taj Mahal. Uttar Pradesh 
Chief Minister Yogi Adityanath is expected to visit the 
monument on October 26 to review tourism schemes. 
The court gave the authorities four weeks to demolish 
the parking lot.
Later in the day, counsel for the U.P. government sought 
a recall of the order, but the court asked her to move an 
appropriate restoration application. The order came on a 
PIL petition filed by advocate M.C. Mehta for protection of 

the monument from pollution and deforestation.

Scientists link new virus to kala-azar
Researchers have stumbled upon tantalizing evidence of 
an unknown virus that may be responsible for the persis-
tence of kala-azar or visceral leishmaniasis, a parasite 
infection that has spawned epidemics and sickened thou-
sands of Indians for over a century.
It’s still early to pointedly blame the virus but its discovery 
portends a new kind of treatment regime and may aid at-
tempts to eradicating the disease.
Historically, the parasite Leishmaniadonovani is believed 
to be responsible for the dreaded infection. People get in-
fected when bitten by an insect called the sandfly, which 
harbours the disease-causing parasite.
This month, a group of scientists from West Bengal and 
Uttar Pradesh said that another parasite may be involved. 
Another parasite called Leptomonasseymouri may also 
be present, according to Subhajit Biswas, one of the sci-
entists involved in the study.
The researchers inferred this after they found the L sey-
mouri and a virus called Lepsey NLV1 within it in 20 of 22 
biological samples of patients who had a residual L do-
novani infection. They reported their findings in an online 
version of the peer-reviewed Archives of Virology.
Endemic to subcontinent
Kala-azar is endemic to the Indian subcontinent in 119 
districts in four countries (Bangladesh, Bhutan, India and 
Nepal). India itself accounts for half the global burden 
of the disease. If untreated, kala-azar can kill within two 
years of the onset of the ailment, though the availability 
of a range of drugs has meant that less than one in 1,000 
now succumbs to the disease.
However, scientists are still not clear how the parasites 
cause the infection and how they manage to hide within 
the body.
“So far researchers weren’t looking for parasites other 
than donovani and hopefully this finding should lead to 
collaborations with other labs to explore this link,” Dr. Bis-
was told The Hindu .

IIT Madras develops extremely 
water-repellent coating
Nanocellulose-based liquid dispersion that renders the 
coated surface extremely water repellent — superhydro-
phobic with water contact angle more than 160 degrees 
— has been developed by a team of researchers led by 
Prof. T. Pradeep from the Department of Chemistry at the 
Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Madras.
The material can be coated on a variety of surfaces in-



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 38
  News and Events of Oct. 2017

Vo
l. 

38
 O

ct
.  

20
17

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

cluding glass and paper. It has several distinct properties 
such as high mechanical durability and chemical stability. 
Like other superhydrophobic materials, the dispersion-
coated surface exhibits microbial resistance thus pre-
venting biofouling.
The researchers used cellulose nanofibres (5-20 nm 
wide and more than 500 nm in length) and functional-
ised them with flurosilane in water over six-seven hours 
at room temperature. The linkage of fluorosilane with cel-
lulose happens through the hydroxyl groups present on 
cellulose.
The functionalisation makes the long fibres of cellulose, 
resembling bamboo poles of molecular dimensions, to be 
covered with fluoroalkyl groups. This reduces the surface 
energy of cellulose fibres. Low surface energy together 
with enhanced surface roughness at nanoscale renders 
the coated surface highly water-repellent. Tiny water 
droplets dropped from a height bounced off the coated 
surface attesting the extreme water-repellence. Other 
tests too confirmed superhydrophobicity.
“The functionalisation process avoids the use of organic 
solvents. This makes it safe and eco-friendly. This sci-
ence helps expand the use of sustainable materials. And 
similar to water, the dispersion is not sticky thus making 
it easy to coat or spray paint on any surface,” says Prof. 
Pradeep.
Superior durability
The coating exhibited superior mechanical durability even 
when subjected to a variety of abrasion tests — scratch-
es using a knife, peel-off test and sand paper abrasion. 
“There was negligible reduction in water repellence even 
when subjected to wear and tear. The covalent linkages 
between the cellulose fibres provide superior mechanical 
stability to the coating,” Prof. Pradeep says. The coating 
also strongly adheres to the surface.
Even when exposed to organic solvents such as hexane 
and ethanol, the coating exhibited chemical stability and 
retained its extreme water-repelling property. “The coat-
ing absorbs organic solvents. Once the coating dries, 
which happens very quickly, the water-repelling property 
returns,” says AvijitBaidya from the Department of Chem-
istry, IIT Madras and the first author of the paper pub-
lished in the journal ACS Nano.
“The coating remained stable even when subjected to ex-
treme temperatures of 200 degree and –80 degree and 
exposed to direct sunlight,” says Baidya. “The longevity 
was also tested for two years under laboratory condi-
tions.”
Despite the extreme water repelling property, coated pa-
per absorbs organic components. “Since ink has organic 

components, the coating allows the ink to diffuse. Unlike 
normal paper where the ink washes off when exposed to 
water, the ink on the coated paper remained intact even 
when in contact with water,” says Baidya.
Though the coating strongly adheres to glass and ex-
hibits all the desirable properties, light transmission gets 
compromised as the coating turns the glass white. “This 
material is truly not for glass. Better applications will be 
in paints and for coating the paper used for printing cur-
rency,” says Baidya.
The team is already working to address the issue of light 
transmission by using a starting material other than cel-
lulose. “We have nearly developed a superhydrophobic 
material that remains transparent once coated,” says 
Prof. Pradeep, who is the corresponding author.
“We are willing to commercialise the product either 
through a start-up or by licensing it. We have already filed 
for a patent,” He says.

Novel inhibitor to combat kala-azar 
identified
Combining structure-based drug designing methodology 
with in vitro studies, scientists have been able to identify 
a FDA-approved molecule that shows enhanced anti-
kala-azar activity.
Three active inhibitor molecules were selected from the 
PubChem database and one of them showed the highest 
stability in binding to the active sites of the target enzyme 
(UDP-galactopyranose mutase or UGM) which helps in 
the formation of glycoprotein, beta-Galf. After binding to 
the UGM, the molecule inhibits the enzyme activity there-
by reducing the virulence, parasite survival and transmis-
sion of disease. The results were published in the Journal 
of Cellular Biochemistry.
Limited treatment
Treatment for kala-azar (disease caused by Leishmania 
infection) is limited due to high toxicity to human cells, 
low efficacy of the drug, high cost and drug resistance 
making the development of novel anti-kala-azar drugs a 
priority.
India has around 3,000 people afflicted with kala-azar, 
accounting for 50% of the global burden. It is endemic 
in West Bengal, Bihar, Jharkhand and eastern Uttar 
Pradesh.
Beta-Galf is a major cell surface component of Leishma-
nia parasite and is responsible for the virulence of the 
pathogens and plays an essential role in parasite survival 
and transmission of disease. Beta-Galf is also found in-
Mycobacterium tuberculosis that causes TB and Trypa-



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 38
  News and Events of Oct. 2017

Vo
l. 

38
 O

ct
.  

20
17

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

nosoma cruzi parasite that causes sleeping sickness but 
is absent in humans. Like beta-Galf, the UGM enzyme is 
also absent in humans but is critical for the biosynthesis 
of beta-Galf thereby making the UGM enzyme an attrac-
tive drug target. Deletion of the gene encoding for the 
enzyme in L. major resulted in a decrease in virulence.
Since the protein structure of Leishmania UGM is not 
known, Dr. Yusuf Akhter and other scientists used the 
protein structure of T. cruzi UGM as a template and the 
protein sequence of Leishmania was modelled on the 
template. “There is 60% sequence identity between Tryp-
anosoma UGM and Leishmania UGM,” says Dr. Akhter 
from the School of Life Sciences, Central University of 
Himachal Pradesh, Kangra, Himachal Pradesh and one 
of the corresponding authors of the paper.
In vitro studies
One of the three chosen inhibitors was evaluated in vitro 
for anti- Leishmaniaactivity and found to significantly in-
hibit the growth of Leishmaniadonovani(which causes 
damage to visceral organs such as liver and spleen). Dif-
ferent doses of the compound were tested and the mini-
mum inhibitory concentration or IC50 value (the lowest 
concentration of the compound required to inhibit the vis-
ible growth of a pathogen) was found to be 50 microgram 
per litre. The IC50 value of the approved drug miltefosine 
hydrate is only 25 microgram per litre.
But the approved drug miltefosine hydrate showed 100% 
toxicity to human cells when 50 microgram per litre was 
used whereas the toxicity of the screened molecule was 
only 50% at the same concentration. The toxicity of milte-
fosine hydrate was as high as 89% even when 25 micro-
gram per litre (which is the IC50 value of the drug) was 
used.
“Even at half the concentration, the toxicity of the ap-
proved drug miltefosine hydrate is higher than the test-
ed inhibitor,” says Dr. Akhter. The screened molecule 
appears to have therapeutic efficacy with lower toxicity 
compared with miltefosine hydrate.
Though the protein sequence of Leishmania major was 
used, the in vitro studies using the screened molecule 
were carried out on Leishmaniadonovani.
“The UGM of L. major and the UGM of L. donovani have 
highly similar sequences. All the active regions are 100% 
identical. Hence these two can replace each other and a 
molecule that acts as an inhibitor for one protein will also 
act as inhibitor for the other. As the parasite strain avail-
able in the laboratory was L. donovani , the cell-based 
assays were performed on that,” says Dr. Akhter.

Nasa discovers 1st interstellar space object 

racing through solar system
A small asteroid or comet that has been spotted racing 
through our solar system may have come from elsewhere 
in the galaxy, US space scientists say, possibly marking 
the first such interstellar visitor observed from Earth.
The mystery object, so far known only as A/2017 U1, was 
discovered earlier this month by a researcher using a so-
phisticated telescope system at the University of Hawaii 
that continually scans the universe for such phenomenon.
“We have been waiting for this day for decades,” said 
Paul Chodas, manager of the Nasa’s Center for Near 
Earth Object Studies at the Jet Propulsion Laboratory in 
Pasadena, California.
“It’s long been theorized that such objects exist — as-
teroids or comets moving around between the stars and 
occasionally passing through our solar system — but this 
is the first such detection,” Chodas said.
The mass, a quarter mile (400 meters) in diameter, quick-
ly stood out for scientists because of its extreme orbit, 
coming from the direction of the constellation Lyra, al-
most directly above the elliptical plane where the planets 
and other asteroids orbit the sun.
It crossed under that plane just outside Mercury’s orbit 
on 2 September before being slung by the sun’s massive 
gravity into a sharp turn under our solar system. The clos-
est the object came to Earth was about 15 million miles 
away on 14 October.
“It is going extremely fast and on such a trajectory 
that we can say with confidence that this object is on 
its way out of the solar system and not coming back,” 
Nasa’sDavideFarnocchia said.
Astronomers were urgently tracking A/2017 U1 with tel-
escopes as it makes its journey through our solar system, 
hoping to use that data to confirm the object’s interstellar 
origins and learn what they can about its composition.
If the object is formally established as the first of its kind 
spotted from Earth, rules for naming it would have to be 
set out by the International Astronomical Union, Nasa sci-
entists said. Reuters

Chandrayaan-2: Isro begins flight integration 
activity for next lunar mission
The Isro has started flight integration activity for its next 
lunar mission Chandrayaan-2 and scientists are currently 
carrying out tests for the lander and the rover that will 
explore the moon. Officials said the spacecraft launch, 
on board GSLV-Mk II, is planned for March and many 
new technologies have been developed indigenously to 
achieve the mission requirements.



     aspirantforum.com
Hindu and PIB Crux
   Vol. 38
  News and Events of Oct. 2017

Vo
l. 

38
 O

ct
.  

20
17

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

asp
ira
nt
for
um

.co
m

Chandrayaan-2, India’s second mission to the moon, is an 
advanced version of the previous Chandrayaan-1 mission 
nine years ago. This spacecraft is a composite model con-
sisting of orbiter, lander and rover. According to Isro, unlike 
Chandrayaan-1, wherein an impact probe crash-landed on 
the surface of the moon, Chandrayaan-2 will soft land its 
lander with the rover on the lunar surface to conduct the 
next level of scientific studies.
“Things are going on. The orbiter is getting ready. Flight 
integration activity is going on, and a series of tests are 
planned for lander and rover. They are all in progress and 
we are working towards the first quarter (of 2018) launch 
of Chandrayaan-2,” Isro chairman A.S. Kiran Kumar told 
PTI.
Officials said rover flight systems test include “soil mixing 
exercise” and mobility test to evaluate the rover’s wheel-
soil interaction. According to them, the lander configura-
tion has been finalised to meet soft and safe landing at the 
identified site, as also payload configuration and interfaces 
with the lander.
Indian Space Research Organisation (Isro) had also es-
tablished a lunar terrain test facility for conducting lander 
leg drop tests. “It is a totally Indian mission; no other col-
laboration,” Kumar said. “It (Chandrayaan-2) differs from 
the previous one (Chandrayaan-1) in the sense that in the 
last one, we had moon impact probe that descended on 
the moon in an uncontrolled manner, whereas this (Chan-
drayaan-2) will carry a lander, which will descend on the 
surface of the moon in a controlled manner,” he said.
After the lander lands on the moon, the rover will come 
out and it will do some in-situ observations and we will be 
able to get these observations through radio contact, Kiran 
Kumar said.

IIT Bombay makes analog device that mimics 
neurons
Manufacturing a brain-like chip made of artificially fabri-
cated neurons is one aim of scientists working in the field 
of artificial intelligence. There have been some attempts to 
make this happen. Recently, a team comprising research-
ers from IIT Bombay and IIT Gandhinagar has succeeded 
in fabricating an artificial neuron. The work is published in 
the journal Scientific Reports.
This silicon neuron is an analog device that mimics the 
biological neuron in that it fires a spiky signal when it de-
tects simultaneously occurring inputs from outside. The 
team tested the neuron by checking whether a network of 
such neurons can perform select classification tasks. One 
task it succeeded in was to distinguish between different 
species of the iris flower – Iris sentosa, Iris virginicaand Iris 

versicolor . The other, more significant, was that it could 
classify benign and malignant cancers.
LIF neuron
The schematic of the neuron is as follows: Two so-called 
pre-neuron drivers are connected to the external circuit, 
and these feed into two electronic “synapses.” These syn-
apses convert the voltage spikes into smooth current vari-
ations and feed it into the Leaky Integrate and Fire neuron 
(LIF neuron) as it is named. In the neuron, the inputs from 
two synapses are added up by means of a capacitor cir-
cuit. As is the nature of the capacitor, when the added cur-
rent reaches a threshold, the capacitor discharges, giving 
a means of resetting the current value.
This signal is fed to the “post-neuron driver” which fires 
when the total current is above a certain value. That is, 
it fires not at points corresponding to inputs from single 
synapses, but at points corresponding to signals from both 
synapses only. This is like how the biological neuron be-
haves – it ignores isolated inputs and fires when there are 
simultaneous inputs from many synapses. Like the biologi-
cal neuron, after firing, it is reset to zero.
“We have only demonstrated the capability of several unit 
devices [SOI MOSFET] as an efficient analogue to the bio-
logical neuron. The challenge remains in the demonstra-
tion of complete neural network in hardware where many 
such neurons will be interconnected and perform some 
meaningful tasks,” says Sangya Dutta a graduate student 
at the Electrical Engineering Department of IIT Bombay 
and first author of the paper.
Today, popular search engines are able to recognise voice 
and images using software implemented on traditional 
digital server farms that guzzle energy. Comparing this 
with the device they have developed, UdayanGanguly of 
the Electrical Engineering Department of IIT Bombay, in 
whose lab this research was done, says: “The energy ef-
ficiency in biology partly lies in the neurons’ ability to code 
information as tiny ‘voltage spike’ rather than digital ‘1’ or 
‘0’ expressed as high and low voltages. Our silicon-based 
neuron enables AI tasks with improved energy efficiency 
compared with digital implementation.”

SCIENCE-PLANET-SNOW
The Hubble Space Telescope has spotted a blistering-
hot giant exoplanet, Kepler 13Ab, where the atmosphere 
“snows” titanium dioxide - the active ingredient in sun-
screen.The finding provides insight into the complexity 
of weather on exoplanets, and may be useful for gauging 
habitability.
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Fifteen lakh untrained school teachers have enrolled 
for a training course with the National Institute of Open 
Schooling (NIOS), an autonomous institution under the 
Ministry of Human Resource Development, to get them-
selves trained by 2019 to be able to retain their jobs.
This has happened just after Parliament passed an 
amendment to the Right to Education Act to offer them 
a last window to acquire proper training, something seen 
as essential to the provision of quality education in gov-
ernment and private schools.
The highest number of applications has been received 
from Bihar — over 2.8 lakh — followed by Uttar Pradesh 
(1.95 lakh), Madhya Pradesh (1.91 lakh), West Bengal 
(1.69 lakh) and Assam (1.51 lakh).
The NIOS has designed online courses to enable them 
to acquire a Diploma in Elementary Education (D.El.Ed).
Students’ right
“Quality education is the right of students... NIOS has 
developed the course for upgrading the professional 
competence and information and communication based 
capacity building for teachers,” HRD Minister Prakash 
Javadekar said at the launch of the course.
“The course will be offered through ‘Swayam’, a platform 
for online education, imparting knowledge through Dish 
TV. This is for the first time in the world that such high 
number of applications have been received for an online 
course.”
Of the 14.97 lakh applicants, 12.29-lakh have already 
made the payment. The payment window is open till Oc-
tober 5.
“Among the over 12-lakh untrained teachers who have 
enrolled for the course, 9.25-lakh are from private schools 
and 3.53-lakh are employed in government schools,” 
NIOS Chairman CB Sharma was quoted by PTI as say-
ing.
Mobile application
While only those can acquire this diploma who scored at 
least 50% in Class-12, Prof. Sharma said at the launch 
that those who could not could appear again with the 

NIOS to try and get the requisite marks.
A mobile application has also been developed to help 
teachers seek any clarifications and solutions.
Beginning   , the course will spread over four semesters 
and have 1,080 lectures accessible in 10 languages.

Kathak, qawwali and opera on the same stage
[Important for: Art & Culture]
150 artists from India and the U.K. perform as part of 
‘Year of Culture’
Kathak and tap dancers, the sarod and the organ came 
together in a gala in central London    night, as the South-
bank centre hosted over 150 artists from across Britain 
and India for an event pegged as the highlight of the 2017 
India-U.K. Year of Culture. Among the performers were 
the British opera singer Patricia Rozario, sarod player 
Soumik Datta, and Radiohead guitarist Jonny Green-
wood.
The push for a year-long celebration of Indian and British 
culture was agreed upon during Prime Minister Narenda 
Modi’s visit to Britain in 2015. Since its launch earlier this 
year, events have been taking place across the country, 
with many museums and institutions using the opportu-
nity to create India-related events — from Kew Gardens’ 
annual orchid festival focussed around the Indian orchid 
to the Science Museum’s exhibition examining the place 
of India in the development of science and technology 
over the past 5,000 years.
Celebrating differences
“It is the arts that celebrates differences and bring us all 
together, “said Sanjoy K. Roy, director of the gala. “The 
Independence gala was a shining example of that.”
Wednesday’s event began with a series of musical and 
dance performances — sometimes running in sequence, 
including one that combined tap dancing by Old Kent 
Road and Kathak group ANKH. It also included a perfor-
mance by an artist in a wheelchair, part of Step Change 
Studios, which aims to be an accessible dance platform.
The evening concluded with a performance of Junun , an 
album of Sufi qawwals in Urdu and Hebrew, a collabora-
tion between Radiohead guitarist Jonny Greenwood, Is-
raeli composer Shye Ben Tzur and Indian musical group 
Rajasthan Express.

FIFA U-17 World Cup: Free passes to ensure 
India’s opening game vs USA is a ‘sell-out’
[Important for: Sports]
 

Misc. News
and Events 
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Delhi after PM Modi expressed interest to attend the 
opening game. (Source: PTI)
A crowd of around 50,000 people, including Prime Minis-
ter Narendra Modi, will witness India’s football World Cup 
“debut” at the Jawaharlal Nehru Stadium    . But the open-
ing might not be a “sell-out” in the strictest sense, since 
half of those present would have got in with free passes 
provided by the central government.
India, led by Manipur’s Amarjit Kiyam, will open their 
campaign against the USA as the under-17 World Cup, 
FIFA’s 24-team biennial developmental tournament, will 
kick off simultaneously in New Delhi and Navi Mumbai. 
And, to ensure that the turnout for the home team’s game 
does not leave any red faces, the Local Organising Com-
mittee (LOC) has passed on 26,750 tickets to the Sports 
Ministry for free.
The Ministry, in turn, has distributed these passes to se-
lect schools in the Capital, NGOs and bureaucrats. The 
government has also given out 22,250 free passes for 
the remaining matches in Delhi.
The decision to distribute the passes for free was taken 
last month after the Sports Ministry realised that there 
weren’t many takers for the matches in Delhi. It was at 
the Ministry’s insistence that India’s matches were shifted 
from Navi Mumbai to Delhi, with the Prime Minister ex-
pressing interest in attending the opening game. “It would 
have been embarrassing to have empty seats for the 
opening match and that too, when the PM was present,” 
a sports ministry official said.
Officials were also keen to organise a grand opening cer-
emony before India’s first match, as they did during the 
Confederations Cup in June earlier this year, but FIFA 
shot down the proposal. The world body’s head of tour-
naments Jaime Yarza said they do not hold opening cer-
emonies for age-group events and instead told the gov-
ernment to utilise the funds in youth development.
“We believe that the main focus should remain on football 
and the players, and that the investment necessary for an 
opening ceremony is better deployed in the youth and in 

football development of the country ?even more so now 
with the AIFF’s ambitious plans to lay solid foundations 
for India’s footballing future,” Yarza was quoted as saying 
last month.
However, a ceremony will take place    , though not on the 
field of play. Prime Minister Modi is expected to felicitate 
12 former India captains and greet the teams before the 
kick-off.
The tournament will end on October 28 at Kolkata’s Salt 
Lake Stadium, where Chief Minister Mamata Banerjee is 
expected to make an appearance. Her government has 
spent more than Rs 100 crore on renovating the Salt 
Lake Stadium. Banerjee has already said FIFA president 
Gianni Infantino would be treated as a “state guest” when 
he visits the city for the final.

Nobel Peace Prize goesto ICAN
Nuclear disarmament campaign group the International 
Campaign to Abolish Nuclear Weapons (ICAN) won the 
Nobel Peace Prize     for its efforts to rid the world of the 
atomic bomb, warning that Donald Trump’s presidency 
showed how dangerous the weapons of mass destruc-
tion truly are.
More than 70 years since atomic bombs were used on 
the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the No-
bel committee sought to highlight ICAN’s tireless non-
proliferation efforts as nuclear-related crises swirl around 
North Korea and Iran.
The decision sent a strong message at a time when Mr. 
Trump has threatened to tear up a 2015 deal curbing 
Iran’s nuclear abilities. And the U.S. President last month 
alarmed delegates at the UN General Assembly by warn-
ing he may be forced to “totally destroy” North Korea be-
cause of its atomic weapons programme.
“We live in a world where the risk of nuclear weapons 
being used is greater than it has been for a long time,” 
said Norwegian Nobel committee president Berit Reiss-
Andersen in announcing the prize in Oslo.
“Some states are modernising their nuclear arsenals, and 
there is a real danger that more countries will try to pro-
cure nuclear weapons, as exemplified by North Korea.”
However, she stressed that the committee’s decision 
wasn’t aimed at any particular world leader, adding: 
“We’re not kicking anyone’s leg with this prize.”
Founded in Vienna in 2007, ICAN comprises more than 
400 NGOs and has mobilised supporters and celebrities 
alike in its cause.
It was a key player in the adoption of a historic nuclear 
weapons ban treaty, signed at the UN by 122 countries 
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in July.
Largely symbolic
However, the accord was largely symbolic as none of the 
nine known world nuclear powers put their names down. 
It still needs to be ratified before entering into force.
The U.S., Russia, Britain, France, China, India, Pakistan, 
Israel and North Korea are all thought to possess weap-
ons of mass destruction.
Speaking to reporters in Geneva, ICAN’s head Beatrice 
Fihn said Mr. Trump’s movements over North Korea and 
Iran showed the clear danger posed by nuclear arms.
“The election of President Donald Trump has made a lot 
of people feel very uncomfortable with the fact that he 
alone can authorise the use of nuclear weapons,” she 
said, adding that the U.S. leader had a track record of 
“not listening to expertise.”
Although global atomic weapons stockpiles have plum-
meted — from around 64,000 warheads in 1986 at the 
height of the Cold War to more than 9,000 in 2017 ac-
cording to the Bulletin of Atomic Scientists (BAS) — the 
number of nuclear-armed nations has grown.
Increasing pressure
Friday’s award — the climax to a week of prize-giving 
honouring global luminaries in the fields of physics, 
chemistry, medicine and literature — comes as a global 
nuclear deal with Iran is under increasing pressure from 
Mr. Trump.
The agreement struck in 2015 between Iran and world 
powers drastically curbed Tehran’s nuclear enrichment 
capability in return for a lifting of punishing economic 
sanctions. Iran denies ever pursuing a bomb, insisting 
its nuclear programme is for peaceful energy production 
only.
But Mr. Trump has threatened to bin the accord altogeth-
er, and     criticised Iran’s behaviour, telling military lead-
ers in Washington that Tehran has “not lived up to the 
spirit of the agreement.”
The U.S. leader, who has labelled the deal an “embar-
rassment”, is planning to decertify it, the Washington Post 
and the New York Times reported    , potentially paving 
the way for renewed sanctions on the Islamic republic.
Tensions have also soared between the U.S. and North 
Korea, which has test-fired two missiles over Japan and 
conducted a string of apparent underground nuclear 
tests this year.
“This is a time of great global tension, when fiery rhetoric 
could all too easily lead us, inexorably, to unspeakable 
horror,” ICAN said.
‘Shared commitment’

EU foreign affairs chief Federica Mogherini also congrat-
ulated ICAN, tweeting: “We share a strong commitment 
to achieving the objective of a world free from nuclear 
weapons.”
But Russia, which according to BAS has the world’s larg-
est atomic stockpile, said there was no alternative to “nu-
clear parity” to guarantee world peace.
“Russia is a responsible member of the nuclear club,” a 
spokesman for President Vladimir Putin told reporters in 
Moscow.
The Nobel committee has rewarded anti-nuclear weap-
ons drives on several previous occasions, handing out 
the prestigious prize to Soviet dissident Andrei Sakharov 
in 1975, the international non-proliferation IPPNW group 
in 1985, and the IAEA’s then head Mohamed El-Baradei 
20 years later.
More than 300 people and organisations were thought 
to have been nominated for this year’s Peace Prize, in-
cluding the UN’s refugee agency UNHCR, Syria’s White 
Helmets rescue service and Congolese doctor Denis 
Mukwege.
The Peace Prize, which comes with a gold medal and a 
cheque for nine million Swedish kronor ($1.1 million) will 
be presented in Oslo on December 10, the anniversary 
of the death of its founder, Swedish philanthropist and 
dynamite inventor Alfred Nobel.

1971 war tank displayed in Shillong museum
A battle tank used during the India-Pakistan war in 1971 
has been placed in a heritage museum here to instil a 
sense of pride among the people of the State, officials 
said    .
The ‘Vijayanta’ tank had been placed at the Rhino Herit-
age Museum at Rilbong crossing earlier this week, they 
said.
“The war trophy (tank) was moved over a distance of 
3,600 km from New Delhi to Shillong under the aegis of 
HQ 101 Area, and is now standing majestically on the 
crossroads of Shillong as a tribute to the valour and spirit 
of Indian Army in protecting the sovereignty of the na-
tion,” a Defense spokesperson said.
He said the tank was first pressed into service in 1966 
and phased out in 2004.

Women fighter pilots to on MiG-21s Bison
The first three women fighter pilots of the country are 
likely to fly the MiG-21 Bison jets.
Avani Chaturvedi, Bhawana Kanth and Mohana Singh 
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are set to script history next month when they will fly the 
military jets after a three-week training programme.
“The consideration is to put them to the MiG-21 Bison 
squadron. Our opinion is that it will sharpen their skills as 
the aircraft has more manual features than other sophisti-
cated aircraft,” Air Chief Marshal B.S. Dhanoa said    . He 
indicated that after honing their skills on MiG-21s, they 
could fly other jets.

Anupam Kher is FTII chairman
Veteran actor Anupam Kher was    appointed the new 
chairperson of the premier Film and Television Institute of 
India (FTII) replacing Gajendra Chauhan.
In November 2015, the 62-year-old Mr. Kher had led a 
march to counter students’ protests in the Institute on the 
NDA government’s “intolerance” even as several writers, 
filmmakers and artists returned their national awards. 
The veteran actor, along with other film and television 
personalities, had walked to Rashtrapati Bhavan, calling 
it a “march for India”.
Mr. Kher’s predecessor, best known for playing Yudhisthir 
in the TV showMahabharata , helmed the institute for 
about two years.
Mr. Chauhan’s tenure, which ended in March this year, 
was marked by a 139-day strike by students protesting 
against what they perceived was a politically-motivated 
appointment.
Mr. Kher’s wife Kirron Kher, the BJP MP from Chandi-
garh, was amongst the first to congratulate him. “Con-
gratulations my dear @AnupamPkher for becoming FTII 
Chairman! Know you will do a great job!,” she said on 
Twitter.
Born on March 7, 1955, in Shimla, Mr. Kher completed 
his education from the DAV School in the city.
Considered one of the Hindi film industry’s most prolif-
ic and versatile actors, Mr. Kher made his acting debut 
in 1982 with Aagman , but the 1984 Mahesh Bhatt film 
Saaransh was his breakout role. Then just 28, he played 
the role of a retired middle class man grappling with his 
son’s death.
After Saaransh , he went on to star opposite many big 
Bollywood celebrities, including Anil Kapoor, Shah Rukh 
Khan, Salman Khan and Akshay Kumar, sometimes as 
the villain, the comic relief or the friendly father.
In 2002, he attempted to become director with Om Jai 
Jagadish but the film was not a success. Director Prakash 
Jha also praised the decision of the government.

‘How can Lingayat-Veerashaiva be different 
from Hindus when they worship Shiva?’
Vishwesha Tirtha Swami of Paryaya Pejawar Mutt said 
here    that the Lingayat community should remain in the 
fold of Hindu religion.
Addressing presspersons, the seer said that in his 
opinion though there were two traditions (Lingayat and 
Veerashaiva) in the Lingayat community, they were not 
separate. Lingayat and Veerashaiva were branches of 
the same religion.
The Dwaita and Advaita schools had fundamental philo-
sophical differences but were branches of the same Vedic 
religion. The two traditions of Lingayat and Veerashaiva 
could never be separate.
However, as this was an internal matter relating to the 
Veerashaiva-Lingayat community, he would not like to in-
terfere in it. “But if these two traditions are accepted as 
branches of the same religion, the Veerashaiva-Lingayat 
community would get more strength. This is my opinion 
and suggestion. I leave it to that community to decide the 
rest,” he said.
The seer said that when people of both these traditions 
were worshipping Shiva as their chief deity, doing Shiva 
Panchakshari Japa and offering prayers to the Shiva 
Linga, how could they be different or separate from the 
Hindu religion?
The followers of Lingayat tradition had stated that they 
did not accept the caste system in Hinduism, he said. But 
even the followers of Sri Ramakrishna Mission and Arya 
Samaj did not accept the caste system and so also vari-
ous other traditions of Vaishnavism and Shaivism. Did 
that make them separate religion? he asked.
He had posed this question some time ago but none had 
answered it. “Hence, all the Lingayats and Veerashaivas 
should not separate from Hinduism. They should stay 
with us. This is my fervent appeal,” he said.
Some had questioned his interference in this matter. 
“When a brother thinks of leaving a family, the other broth-
ers persuade him not to do so. My fraternal intervention 
should be seen in this light. Let us all stay together and 
try to protect our religion and culture,” he said. In today’s 
society, it was not possible for one community to exploit 
another community. “In the present political scenario, the 
minority Brahmin community could not do injustice to the 
majority non-Brahmin community. Is it correct to blame 
the Brahmins for the tragedy which took place during the 
time of Sri Basaveshwara? Is it correct to blame today’s 
Muslims for the violence during the medieval period in 
the country?” he said.
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“Just as Hindus and Muslims have to live in harmony 
now, so too communities among Hindus too should live 
together in harmony. Besides Vaishnavas or the expo-
nent of the Dwaita philosophy Sri Madhwacharya never 
lived during the period of Sri Basaveshwara,” the seer 
said.

Is India augmenting social capital via 
education and health push?
Women and child development (WCD) secretary Rakesh 
Srivastava believes eliminating malnutrition among chil-
dren is critical for the country to benefit from its young 
demography and that it must start from bottom of the 
pyramid.
Backed by a recent Rs12,000 crore central package for 
improving nutrition among children, Srivastava’s ministry 
has written to all district collectors to tackle the nutrition 
challenge where two out of every five children suffer from 
stunting.
“We have asked the district collectors and district magis-
trates to take responsibility for eliminating malnutrition in 
their districts,” Srivastava said.
What the WCD ministry is looking to do is indicative of 
a bigger realization and shift that is undergoing at both 
federal and state levels across India irrespective of the 
party in power. From improving child nutrition to reducing 
maternal mortality, from school education to reproductive 
health, from skills development to menstrual hygiene, 
there seems to a renewed focus on improving social and 
human capital.
“If India wishes to benefit from its young demography, it 
has to work sincerely on two key sectors: health and edu-
cation. While primary health and early child hood health is 
a must, in case of education, we have to focus on school 
education and allied segments like teacher education 
to make young Indians healthy and learn well to shape 
their own future and that of the country,” said A. Santosh 
Mathew, chairman of National Council of Teacher Educa-
tion during an interaction in September.
Mathew is now working hard to reshape teacher educa-
tion by making it oriented to output rather than infrastruc-
ture. India suffers learning deficits at most of its 1.5 mil-
lion schools.
Several states are focusing attention on education and 
health to correct the situation. Delhi education minis-
ter Manish Sisodia’s Twitter profile says, “Lets work on 
Classroom Revolution to save the country…”. The Aaam 
Aadmi Party (AAP) government in Delhi allocates almost 
25% of its state budget to education. It has opened some 

schools with superior infrastructure, and is adding 10,000 
classrooms in government schools and sending teachers 
to Ivy league universities and Indian Institutes of Man-
agement for training. Chief minister Arvind Kejriwal does 
not hesitate to say that education and health are election 
issues for his party, an unusual break from traditional po-
litical rhetoric.
Kerala is looking to make public schools high-tech by April 
2018. “Government-run schools in Kerala were seen as 
reeling under a state of paralysis, lacking infrastructure 
and other facilities. Parents lacked the confidence to 
send the students there and quite a few of them were 
shutting down every year. So, we devised a programme 
to convert 1,000 government schools into centres of ex-
cellence and 45,000 classrooms into high-tech ones…,”
Mint reported on 24 September, quoting K. Anvar Sadath, 
vice-chairman and executive director of Kerala Infrastruc-
ture and Technology for Education (KITE), a government 
body.
Rajasthan too is looking at reforming school education. 
It is planning to merge small schools in a particular lo-
cality to better utilize their infrastructure and focus on 
quality enhancement. The state is not hesitating to work 
with leading private players to improve its government 
schools.
“Of late, several state governments including Rajasthan 
has started giving a renewed focus on school education. 
India needs low-cost education and healthcare without 
compromising quality concerns,” said Amrish Chandra, 
group president, GEMS Education India, the Indian arm 
of a Dubai-based education group that is working with 
several Indian states.
On the health front, the central government has made 
several steps towards tackling hunger and malnutrition, 
menstrual hygiene, reproductive rights and family plan-
ning.
“We are looking to tackle health problems such as in-
fant mortality and maternal mortality...,” said Ajay Khera, 
deputy commissioner, child and adolescent health at the 
union health ministry.
According to government data, the under-5 mortality rate 
has declined from 59 per 1,000 live births in 2010 to 43 
in 2015. The infant mortality rate (IMR) rate too has de-
clined to 34 per 1000 live births in 2016, from 37 in 2015. 
While most states and Union territories improved their 
performance, Goa with an IMR of 8 and Kerala and Pu-
ducherry (10) are at the top of table.
Besides, 146 high-fertility districts have been identified 
to start targeted interventions and awareness campaign 
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to promote family planning and personal hygiene among 
newly-weds. “We need more investment in social capi-
tal,” said Khera of the health ministry, adding that if the 
country continues to progress well, in next seven to eight 
years, India’s healthcare can be at par with some of the 
developed countries.
But there is still a long way to go – at least 840,000 in-
fants died in India in 2016 as per official figures, and in 
education, one out of every two school-going children 
cannot read a text meant for three levels below as per the 
ASER report. Its secondary students’ performance was 
placed 73rd among 74 countries in the Programme for In-
ternational Student Assessment (PISA) study of 2009-10 
published in 2011. India now aims to return to the prestig-
ious PISA study conducted by Organisation for Economic 
Cooperation Development (OECD) in 2021.

Flipkart bets big on artificial intelligence to 
understand consumer behaviour

One stop shop:Flipkart, which had in excess of $4 billion 
of cash on the balance sheet, is now penetrating deeper 
into the Indian market.  
From ‘Virat Kohli’ jeans to sports shoes, e-tailer uses 
technology to predict buyers’ choice
Standing tall alongside multinational companies like Cis-
co in East Bengaluru’s tech suburb is one of the office 
buildings of home-grown online retailer Flipkart. As one 
enters the facility, a huge flat-panel display in the lobby 
gives real-time insights about the products Indians are 
buying and what is trending in the country — from black 
saris to ‘Virat Kohli’ jeans. This information comes with 
the help of a data scientist team and an in-house built 
technology platform that uses analytics to mine hidden 
insights, patterns and unknown correlations from large 
chunks of data.
“You can sit there, grab a lunch and in 20 minutes, you 
would understand what is trending in India,” said Ram 
Papatla, vice-president, product management at Flipkart, 

in an interview. “It is representative of all our customers.”
Flipkart is betting big on technologies such as data ana-
lytics and artificial intelligence (AI), and machine learning 
to understand and predict consumer behaviour.
AI can be used to build machines that can simulate hu-
man intelligence processes, while Stanford University de-
scribes machine learning (ML) as “the science of getting 
computers to act without being explicitly programmed.” 
For instance, Flipkart, which has a registered custom-
er base of more than 100 million, analyses consumers 
when they visit its homepage across channels like mobile 
app and web, and desktop. “We have machine learning 
based techniques to (predict) the content the customer is 
most likely going to click on,” said Vikram Sharma, direc-
tor of product at Flipkart. Based on the past history, these 
techniques also help the firm identify other elements such 
as age and gender.
Battle with Amazon
Such technologies are expected to give Flipkart an edge 
in the battle against Amazon, the world’s largest online 
retailer, which is rapidly gaining share in India’s online 
retail market. The country’s e-commerce sales are ex-
pected to grow at a 30% compound annual growth rate 
through FY 2027 and touch $200 billion of gross mer-
chandise value, according to global financial services 
firm Morgan Stanley.
Flipkart, which had in excess of $4 billion of cash on the 
balance sheet after an undisclosed financing round from 
SoftBank’s $93 billion Vision Fund in August, is now pen-
etrating deeper into the Indian market.
The AI and ML-based techniques are helping the firm to 
understand what the consumers actually meant when 
they searched for products and then throw up the rele-
vant results quickly. For example, users from metros may 
be aware that Wrogn is ace cricketer Virat Kohli’s fashion 
brand. But Flipkart said consumers from tier-2 and tier-3 
regions would search for the brand’s denim trousers as 
‘Virat Kohli jeans’ and the demand would be far higher 
than in the cities.
“We have to understand that ‘Virat Kohli jeans’ means 
Wrogn (jeans),” said Suraj Marpak, director of product-
search, at Flipkart. In another instance, he said the firm 
gets a lot of queries from Uttar Pradesh for Action Shoes. 
“For rest of India, it is a brand, but in U.P. it means sports 
shoes,” said Mr. Marpak, an alumnus of IIT-Madras.
Flipkart had also unveiled Mira, an AI-based conversa-
tional search experience, which allows the firm to talk to 
users as they look for products. It guides the consumers 
with shopping ideas, offers and recommendations rel-
evant to them.
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When asked how the company makes sure that the data 
privacy of consumers is protected, Mr. Papatla said the 
company takes a lot of rigours to protect the personal and 
financial information. He said the firm looks at the data 
from an aggregate perspective and obfuscates the stored 
data. “We treat our customer data with white gloves,” he 
said.

India’s oldest art gallery dates back to the 
Stone Age
Which is the oldest monument or site you have visited?
The Taj Mahal? It’s 364 years old.
How about the Golden Temple? 413 years old. 445-year-
old Macha Pichu? Or the intricate stone temples of 
Khajuraho? They’re a thousand years old.
Let’s go as far back as Harappa and Mohenjodaro, both 
of which thrived around 5,000 years ago, as did the Egyp-
tian pyramids of Giza. Can you think of any site older 
than that?
Now, what if I told you that there was a site, in the heart of 
our country, that was inhabited by humans 100,000 years 
ago? You read that right: 100,000 years ago.
In fact, it exhibits the earliest signs of human life on the 
Indian Subcontinent—the first signs of humans in India.
When I heard about Bhimbetka, I thought it was a ru-
mour. At best, there would be an exaggeration about the 
era. Were there really signs of the Stone Age here in In-
dia? Memories of my history books came flashing by, with 
pictures of caves with stencilled drawings of matchstick 
men.
In all this time, I never knew that such a treasure was ly-
ing right under our nose. I immediately booked my tickets 
to Bhopal to see it for myself.

 The caves find mention in archeology records from 1888. 
Photo: Harnoor Channi-Tiwary
In fact, the caves, or rather rock shelters, were not dis-
covered until 1957, when V.S. Wakankar sighted them 
during a train journey to Bhopal. Having dedicated his life 

to rock shelters, he had seen similar formations in Spain 
and France.
Interest piqued, he returned with a crew of archaeologists 
and went on to discover this prehistoric site.
The caves did find a mention in Indian archaeological re-
cords back in 1888, based on information shared by lo-
cal adivasis (tribals). However, no one went and followed 
through on the lead and thus many years went by until 
Wakankar chanced upon them.
Out of the 750 shelters in the area, 243 are collectively 
known as Bhimbetka. Local folklore suggests the pres-
ence of Bhim, one of the Pandavas from Mahabharata, 
at this site. Thus the name.
A nearby village called Pandapur is said to have been 
named after the Pandavas, whereas the Lakha Juhar for-
est is believed to have once been the site of the famed 
lakh (wax) palace of the Pandavas.
Only a dozen or so rock shelters are open to the public, 
and the visit can take up to half-a-day as the site is 45 
minutes away from Bhopal.

 Photo: Harnoor Channi-Tiwary
At first glance, the larger-than-life rocks are imposing and 
majestic. It is easy to believe that they have been stand-
ing here since eternity—come rain, hail or sunshine. In 
fact, the smooth surfaces of some rocks also suggest 
that they were partially underwater at some point.
But the beauty of Bhimbetka lies in the paintings it holds 
within its folds. Easily making the caves the oldest art gal-
lery in India, and perhaps even in Asia, the paintings date 
back 30,000 years. What is also interesting is that the 
paintings are not from one era. Instead, there are many 
which are superimposed on older ones, giving evidence 
of the caves being used by humans through various pe-
riods. This allows historians to study continuity in human 
evolution and civilization.
The oldest drawings are from the Upper Paleolithic Era 
and are in hues of green and red. Large animals like bi-
son, elephants and tigers are depicted. The paintings 
from the Mesolithic Era bring in the addition of humans 
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hunting such animals with weapons like spears, bow and 
arrows and sticks.

 The caves feature paintings from different eras in human 
history. Photo: Harnoor Channi-Tiwary
Depictions of communal gatherings are also evident, in-
cluding scenes of dances and pregnant women. These 
suggest that it was largely a hunter-gatherer economy in 
this period.
As time went on, the paintings showed trade and religion. 
The colours changed to red, white and yellow and tunic-
like dresses adorned the humans now. The most recent 
set of paintings are more geometric and schematic. One 
particular painting shows a horse, which leads historians 
to believe it is only a few thousand years old as horses 

are not native to India.
 Photo: Harnoor Channi-Tiwary
A walk through Bhimbetka is like a crash course in his-

tory. It transcends beyond the colourful stories of kings 
and queens, of war and strife.
Instead, these rock shelters take you back to the begin-
ning of human life itself. They are a humble reminder of 
how insignificant a few years or decades are.
These paintings, made with vegetable dyes, have stood 
the test of time through 30,000 years and still shine bright 
enough to dazzle us with the stories they tell. Yet anoth-
er wonderful reminder of how India truly is a bottomless 
treasure box of unexplored beauty.

Faster, cheaper urinary tract infection test
Urinary tract infection (UTI) is the second most common 
infectious disease that affects millions of people globally 
each year. The 48-hour wait for urine test report delays 
treatment, and inappropriate use of antibiotics make the 
problem even worse by giving rise to multidrug-resistant 
pathogens. Now, researchers have developed a new test 
that can provide results in just 4 hours and also indicate 
which medicine should be prescribed for the infection. 
The diagnostic technique was developed by scientists at 
BITS-Pilani, Hyderabad campus, and published in BMJ 
Innovations.
The scientists visited hospitals in Punjab, Rajasthan and 
Telangana and collected urine samples from suspected 
UTI patients. The urine was filtered in a special filter to 
trap the pathogenic bacteria, and the bacteria was cul-
tured in a specially designed growth media. “We for-
mulated the media called BITGEN which allows faster 
growth of pathogens of the urinary tract. Harvested bac-
teria from urine is mixed with the liquid media and left 
undisturbed for five minutes before dispensing into anti-
biotic charged strips for further growth,” explains Shivani 
Gupta, research fellow and co-author of the paper.
Antibiotic sensitivity strips
The strip contains 15 common antibiotics and helps in 
identifying the antibiotic sensitivity of the bacteria and de-
ciding the most appropriate medicine to be used for the 
patient.
The new diagnostic technique has 93% sensitivity and 
96% specificity. The researchers found that among the 
426 tested samples, conventional microbiological meth-
od showed 243-positive and 183-negative whereas the 
new test showed 234-positive and 192-negative. There 
was very small fraction of false positive and false nega-
tives reported. Further tests were carried out with more 
people.
The long delay in getting the test results often leads to 
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wrong antibiotics being used. “Due to doctors prescribing broad spectrum antibiotics, the main agents of UTI [ E. coli 
and K. pneumoniae ] have developed antimicrobial resistance. These resistant bacteria not only cause long lasting 
infection but also reduce effectiveness of the available antibiotics. So our main aim was to develop a test which can 
minimise the irrational use of antibiotics,” says Dr. Suman Kapur, Senior Professor at Department of Biological Sci-
ences, BITS-Pilani, Hyderabad, and corresponding author of the paper.
According to the scientists, the test does not require any other specialised equipment, dedicated space/lab or trained 
personnel. As the strip already has the panel of antibiotics, it is easier, faster and cheaper.
The team has already won several awards for the test. “The test is now undergoing multi-centric clinical validation in 
various labs and hospitals. We are waiting for the permission from CDSCO [Central Drugs Standard Control Organi-
sation] to commercialise the test. It will probably hit the markets in three months,” adds Dr. Kapur.

Did Asians cause the Haitian cholera outbreak?
After the 2010 earthquake in Haiti there was a sudden outbreak of cholera which infected over 600,000 people and 
around 8,000 lives were lost. This unexpected epidemic caused alarm and scientists started searching for the causes 
of the outbreak. In a study published in the journal Infection, Genetics and Evolution, scientists at the National Institute 
of Cholera and Enteric Diseases (NICED), Kolkata, claim that bacterial strains similar to those found in Haitian chol-
era were present in Delhi as early as 2004, showing that the disease may have originated in the Indian subcontinent.
They examined different Vibrio cholerae strains from a hospital repository in Delhi. Genomic studies were carried out 
on 175 strains collected from 2004 to 2012. They studied the genes ( tcpA -responsible) for colonisation of bacteria 
and those ( ctxB, rtxA and gyrA ) responsible for virulence.
All the representative strains were identical to the sequence of the Haitian reference strain. “We observed point muta-
tion in tcpA at the gene and protein level,” says Dr. Priyanka Ghosh, from NICED and first author of the paper. The first 
appearance of Haitian variant of ctxB gene (ctxB7) was found in Delhi in 2006 and by 2012 almost 80% of the Delhi 
strains carried mutant ctxB7 gene. Haitian variant rtxA and gyrA also first appeared in 2004 in Delhi.
“The mutations in cholera bacterial genes started long before the Haitian outbreak. All these mutations together gath-
ered and led to the rise of a new and more virulent Haitian cholera strain,” she adds.
Resistance and resilience
Previous studies have shown that the Haitian strains were identical and most closely related to the Indian sub-conti-
nent strains. With the help of single nucleotide polymorphism (SNP) analysis, scientists have claimed that the seventh 
cholera pandemic (1960s to 1970s) was transmitted worldwide via Ganges Delta, which is the home to Asiatic chol-
era. This study further strengthens the theory that Haitian cholera originated in Asia.
“India is a cholera-endemic zone and many Indians are immune to the virus. But Haiti has not experienced cholera for 
more than a hundred years and so had no pre-existing immunity to it. It is possible that UN peace-keeping forces from 
Nepal could have brought the disease to Haiti,” explains Dr. Asish K. Mukhopadhyay from NICED and corresponding 
author of the paper in an e-mail.
“Though we cannot say with certainly that Indians could have also transmitted the disease, our study shows that 
mutations similar to that of Haitian cholera bacteria were prevalent in India. The V. cholerae strains currently in India 
are different and more virulent,” explains Prosenjit Samanta, PhD scholar at NICED and a co-author of the paper.


