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    About the ‘CRUX’

Introducing a new and convenient product, to help the aspirants for the various 
public services examinations. 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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New frigates to get BrahMos
The Defence Acquisition Council (DAC)  approved procurements estimated 

at Rs. 3,000 crore. These include BrahMos cruise missiles for two stealth 

frigates to be bought directly from Russia and armoured recovery vehicles 

for the Arjun tanks.

“As a follow-up to the decision of the Cabinet Committee on Security in 

October 2018 for procurement of four P1135.6 follow-on ships, the DAC 

granted approval for procurement of the indigenous BrahMos missiles 

for two Navy ships to be built in Russia,” the Defence Ministry said in a 

statement. The BrahMos missiles will be the primary weapon on these 

ships.

In October 2016, India and Russia signed an inter-governmental agreement 

for four Krivak, or Talwar, stealth frigates. Two of them will be procured 

directly from Russia and two will be built by Goa Shipyard Ltd. (GSL). The 

commercial agreement was signed recently.

The DAC also approved the procurement of armoured recovery vehicles 

for Arjun, the Army’s main battle tank. They have been designed and 

developed by the Defence Research and Development Organisation 

(DRDO), and will be made by Bharat Earth Movers Ltd. (BEML). The 

vehicles will ensure efficient and speedy repair and recovery of tanks in 

combat.

Services agree on Permanent Chair
The three services are taking steps to improve ‘jointmanship’ and have 

agreed on the appointment of a Permanent Chairman of the Chiefs of Staff 

Committee, the Chief of the Naval Staff, Admiral Sunil Lanba, said .

“The three services have finally agreed to a PCCoSC, what his roles and 
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responsibilities will be,” Adm. Lanba said at a press conference ahead of 

Navy Day on December 4.

“This proposal has been forwarded to the Defence Ministry and it is being 

examined there.”

The PCCoSC is envisaged as a single-point military adviser to the 

government.

Admiral Lanba, who is the current Chairman, CoSC, said there were no 

differences among the service chiefs, and that the three of them generally 

agreed on “all issues among ourselves including overruling our individual 

headquarters to take jointman issues, forward”.

On the proposal for setting up theatre commands, he said there was need 

first for a higher defence organisation in New Delhi before creating them. 

“We need one operational commander to look after that theatre,” he said.

RNEL delay

Asked about the long delay by Reliance Naval Engineering Ltd. (RNEL) in 

delivering Naval Offshore Patrol Vessels (NOPV), Admiral Lanba asserted 

that there was “no preferential treatment” for the company. While the contract 

had not been cancelled, the Navy was examining the issue to see what 

could be done.

“RNEL is undergoing corporate debt restructuring. They are being taken to 

court by their banker IDBI,” he said, adding that RNEL’s bank guarantee 

had been encashed and that punitive action was being taken.

In 2011, Pipavav Defence and Offshore Engineering was given a Rs. 2,500-

crore order for five NOPVs but work never started as the shipyard got into 

debt and was subsequently taken over by Anil Ambani’s Reliance Defence. 

While the first NOPV was to have been delivered in early 2015, as per the 

original schedule, no deliveries have been made till date.
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Disabilities Act: States going slow on roll-out, says study
A study conducted by the Disability Rights India Foundation (DRIF) on 

the implementation of the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (RPWD) Act, 

across 24 States, has revealed that more than half have not notified the 

State rules, despite a significant lapse of time.

Ten States including Bihar, Chandigarh, Manipur, Meghalaya, Odisha, 

Telengana, Tamil Nadu and West Bengal have notified the State rules, the 

survey said.

Deadline missed

The study, conducted in collaboration with the National Centre for Promotion 

of Employment for Disabled People (NCPEDP) and National Committee on 

the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (NCRPD), said the Act, passed in 

December 2016, should have been notified by all States within six months.

The study, which concentrated on the States’ administrative machinery with 

respect to the Act, found that 79.2% of the States had not constituted the 

funds for implementation of the RPWD Act. Among the five States to have 

constituted the funds, Tamil Nadu has allocated Rs. 10 crore while Himachal 

Pradesh has allocated Rs. 5 crore.

“Only Tamil Nadu has taken some action with regard to providing an 

increased quantum of assistance for people with disabilities in social security 

schemes,” the report said.

Though 62.5% of the States have appointed Commissioners for Persons 

with Disabilities, “the progress has not been substantial. Only three States 

have constituted Advisory Committees, comprising of experts, to assist the 

State Commissioners” the study noted.

Out of the 24 States and Union Territories that responded to the study, 

Madhya Pradesh was ranked the highest, followed by Odisha, Meghalaya 

and Himachal Pradesh.
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Andaman and Nicobar Islands along with Jammu and Kashmir ranked the 

lowest. The national capital was ranked number 12.

While 58.3% of the States have not notified Special Courts in the districts 

for trying offences under the Act, 87.5% have not appointed a Special Public 

Prosecutors as mandated by the law, the study said.

India gets first witness protection scheme
The Supreme Court  brought in place a witness protection regime in the 

country noting that one of the main reasons for witnesses turning hostile is 

that they are not given security by the State.

A Bench of Justices A.K. Sikri and S. Abdul Nazeer said Witness Protection 

Scheme, 2018 will come into effect immediately across all States.

Under it, witness protection may be as simple as providing a police escort 

to the witness up to the courtroom or, in more complex cases involving an 

organised criminal group, taking extraordinary measures such as offering 

temporary residence in a safe house, giving a new identity, and relocation 

at an undisclosed place.

The top court said the scheme, which aimed to enable a witness to depose 

fearlessly and truthfully, would be the law of the land till Parliament enacted 

suitable legislation.

AsaramBapu case

The issue came up when the Supreme Court was hearing a public interest 

litigation plea seeking protection for witnesses in rape cases involving self-

styled preacher AsaramBapu.

The Bench said witnesses feared serious consequences if they deposed 

against Asaram. “It is alleged that as many as 10 witnesses have already 

been attacked and three witnesses have been killed,” it noted.
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There are four petitioners in the case before the top court. These include a 

witness, father of a murdered witness, father of the child rape victim and a 

journalist who escaped a murder attempt by goons of Asaram and his son 

Narayana Sai.

The apex court said that due to the lack of a scheme till now, witnesses 

neither had any legal remedy nor do they get suitably treated. “The present 

legal system takes witnesses completely for granted. They are summoned 

to court regardless of their financial and personal conditions,” it said. The 

court directed all States and Union Territories to set up witness deposition 

complexes in all the district courts in India within a period of one year.

Why Swachh Bharat Abhiyan matters for India’s children
India, which has moved up in income and several development indicators, 

has made very little progress in the decade between 2006 and 2016 in one 

key aspect: the height of children. One major reason for this is the lack of 

improvement in sanitation over the past decade, new research suggests. 

Indian children and adults, especially female and from marginalized groups, 

are among the shortest in the world, data from the International Demographic 

and Health Surveys (DHS) system show (chart 1).



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    
National

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

Unsurprisingly, India accounts for nearly a third of the world’s stunted 

children, and this proportion has not changed much since 2005-06.

While inter-country differences in height are often commonly believed to 

be on account of genetics and ethnicity, the World Health Organization 

(WHO) notes that “the effect of ethnic differences on the growth of infants 

and young children in populations is small compared with the effects of the 

environment”. Child height is a particularly important indicator because a 

baby’s height has much to do with the nutrition and opportunities she has 

access to in early life, and is strongly predictive of cognitive development, 

and hence, lifelong outcomes including employment and income. A 

population’s height is measured in relation to what that population’s height 

could be in optimal conditions—optimal family health, food and sanitation. A 

child or adult’s deviation from that ideal is measured statistically in “standard 

deviations” of height-for-age or z-scores.

A height-for-age z-score of zero means that the child or adult is as tall as 

the average person in the healthy reference population; a negative height-

for-age z-score means that the person is shorter than a healthy reference 

person of the same age. Stunting, the term used to describe a child or adult 

who is more than two standard deviations shorter than the median person in 

the reference population, captures the worst end of the spectrum. However, 

z-scores capture all the sub-optimal outcomes within that spectrum.

The average child in India was a fraction (four-tenths of a height-for-age 

standard deviation) taller in 2015-16 than she was in 2005-06, social 

demographer Diane Coffey and health economist Dean Spears found, 

comparing data between two rounds of the National Family Health 

Survey(chart 2).

This pace of growth was only slightly higher than the average among sub-
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Saharan countries, which are poorer than India.

The height differences between scheduled caste/scheduled tribe (SC/ST) 

children and forward caste children remained as high as it was 10 years 

earlier. SC and ST children in 2015 were on average as tall as forward caste 

children were in 2005-06, they found (chart 3).

India’s poorest states have worse child heights in 2015-16 than any country 

measured by the DHS system. India’s best developed states, Kerala, Goa 

and Sikkim meanwhile, have the tallest children of any Indian state.
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So why aren’t Indians growing taller faster? Despite its economic and other 

successes over the last decade, India has not done well on some of the key 

determinants of child height, Coffey and Spears argue. Maternal nutrition, 

which plays a big role in the birth weight and height of the child, has a lifelong 

impact on the child’s health and other life outcomes. Despite improvements, 

three out of 10 Indian women still begin their pregnancies underweight, and 

half of all pregnant women in 2015-16 were anaemic.

While there have been improvements in breastfeeding rates, the dietary 

diversity for an infant has actually worsened. The lack of sanitation 

and the practice of open defecation is another big driver of childhood 

undernutrition.

Faecal germs spread by open defecation because debilitating diarrhoeal 

diseases among children, which hamper their ability to absorb nutrients and 

grow. Indian districts with low levels of access to toilets have much higher 

rates of child undernourishment compared with districts with relatively high 

levels of access to toilets.

If India had halved its 2005-06 rates of open defecation by 2015-16, child 

heights would be one-tenth of a standard deviation better than they are, and 

if it had eliminated open defecation, the effect would have been more than 

doubled, Spears finds. (chart 4).

Across the world, people are taller than they have ever been, propelled by 
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economic growth and better health outcomes. India is getting taller too, but 

not at the rate that its economic progress would predict.

JICA norms flouted in bullet train project
Officials of Japan International Cooperation Agency (JICA) held meetings 

with farmers, their representatives and activists opposing land acquisition for 

the Mumbai-Ahmedabad bullet train project. The JICA funds the project.

The officials met farmers and their lawyer AnandYagnik and activists in 

Surat, Bharuch, Valsad and other places to understand their concerns 

and demands for parting with their land. The officials decided to meet the 

farmers after petitions were filed in the Gujarat High Court against the land 

acquisition process initiated by the Gujarat government. Over 1,000 farmers 

have filed affidavits, contending that the process violates the guidelines of 

the JICA.

“At our meeting with the officials, we apprised them of our concerns and the 

unilateral approach taken by the State government towards land acquisition. 

We want a fresh environment impact assessment and a social impact 

assessment,” said a farmer from Bharuch.

JICA’s assurance

“After the meeting, the JICA team has assured us that our concerns will be 

addressed and the JICA guidelines will be followed,” said RohitPrajapati, an 

activist of the Paryavaran Suraksha Samiti.

Jayesh Patel of the Gujarat KhedutSamaj (farmers’ society) also met the 

team with demands of farmers in south Gujarat. “As per JICA guidelines, 

there must be fair compensation for those whose land is acquired for any 

project funded by it; but in the case of the bullet train project, the Gujarat 

government has diluted the provisions so that compensation comes down,” 
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he said.

Farmers have alleged in their affidavits that the State has diluted the Land 

Acquisition Act, 2013, after Japan entered into a contract in September 2015 

with the Indian government to build the country’s first bullet train corridor 

between Mumbai to Ahmedabad.

Patel is fifth RBI Governor in free India to resign
Urjit Patel is the fifth RBI governor in independent India to have resigned 

from his post before his term, whether first or second, was over.

The first RBI Governor to do so was Benegal Rama Rau who was Governor 

from 1949 to 1957. Experts of the central bank’s history say that Rau resigned 

because of his differences with then Finance Minister TT Krishnamachari 

who allegedly upbraided Mr. Rau in front of the entire Cabinet.

The next such incident was KR Puri, who served as Governor for only a little 

more than a year and a half between 1975 and 1977. Puri was appointed by 

Prime Minister Indira Gandhi and subsequently removed when the Janata 

government took over.

RN Malhotra was appointed as Governor in 1985 and in 1988 was given a 

three- year extension. Under normal circumstances, his term would have 

ended in 1991, but he resigned in 1990 after it was conveyed to him that the 

government wanted him out.

BimalJalan, who was Governor from November 1997 to September 2003, 

also cut short his extended term as he took over a Rajya Sabha seat at the 

time.

However, the precedent for an RBI Governor resigning was set before 

Independence, when the first Governor, Sir Osborn Smith resigned in 1937 

due to differences with the Finance Member of the Viceroy’s Council.
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Land acquisition law challenged in court
The Supreme Court  decided to examine a plea challenging the legality of 

amendments brought in by Tamil Nadu and four other States, which allow 

authorities to bypass the need to take farmers’ consent before their land is 

acquired for large infrastructure projects.

A Bench of Justices Madan B. Lokur and Deepak Gupta issued notice 

to the Tamil Nadu, Gujarat, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana and Jharkhand 

governments for amending their land acquisition laws to the extent that 

consent of farmers or land owners is not required before their land is acquired 

for projects like industrial corridors, expressways and highways.

The petition filed by activist MedhaPatkar, represented by advocate Prashant 

Bhushan, said the States allow land acquisition without participation of 

representative local bodies like gram sabha in social impact assessment 

studies, without expert appraisal processes, public hearings, objections, 

and safeguard provisions to ensure food security.

The petition said the amendments violate the “core spirit” of the Right to Fair 

Compensation and Transparency in Land Acquisition Rehabilitation and 

Resettlement Act of 2013. It mandates that 70% of the affected land owners 

should consent to the acquisition of land for a public private participation 

project. The 2013 Act replaced its colonial predecessor of 1894 and was 

intended to uphold the farmers’ right to dignity and life.

“The States have removed the consent clause of PPP, paving the way for 

many private projects that are running under the garb of PPP. Tax payers’ 

money is spent while acquiring land and creating infrastructure but private 

players take away the maximum share at the profit-making stage,” Ms. 

Patkar argued.

Mr. Bhushan submitted in the court that the amendments — which 

“emasculate” the 2013 Act — brought by the States were similar to a Central 
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Ordinance promulgated in December 2014.

The Ordinance eventually lapsed in August 2015, following which, the “stage 

shifted to the States.”

NRC: Assam seeks month’s extension
The Assam government moved the Supreme Court  for extending by a 

month the deadline to file claims and objections for inclusion in the National 

Register of Citizens (NRC).

A Bench of Chief Justice of India RanjanGogoi and Justice RohintonNariman 

on November 1 approved the Centre’s draft Standard Operating Procedure 

(SOP) for submission of claims. It kept December 15 as the last date for 

filing claims by those excluded from the draft published on July 30.

Main reasons

In its application, filed by advocate Shuvodeep Roy, the government cited 

the panchayat elections in the State and the exhaustive nature of the claims 

and objections form as the major reasons for seeking more time. It was not 

easy for semi-literate and illiterate persons to fill the forms.

The State Election Commission had declared the schedule of panchayat 

elections on November 5 — four days after the Supreme Court set the 

deadline for December 15.

The polls were held in two phases on December 5 and 9. The counting of 

votes is on December 12.

The Assam government said people across the panchayat areas of 

Brahmaputra and Barak valley were “taking active part in the democratic 

process”. This and the lack of proper knowledge of the SOP among the 

masses may be two reasons why the number of claims lodged so far had 

been minimal.
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It said the decision of the apex court to allow claimants to bank on five 

additional documents for inclusion in the final NRC has put an additional 

burden on the NRC authorities to make the inclusion process fool-proof, 

especially when an overwhelming majority of more than 93% of the 3.28 

crore applicants have applied for inclusion on the basis of the 1951 NRC or 

voters’ list up to March 24, 1971.

“Thus it may be assumed that people in large numbers have to base their 

claims and objections on the recently restored five List ‘A’ documents, 

particularly NRC of 1951 and certified copy or extract of electoral roll of 

the period prior to March 24, 1971 and are in the process of readying the 

documents,” the State said.

The State said it had written to the State Coordinator, NRC, to move the 

Supreme Court through the Registrar General, but there had been no 

response.

SC extends time for NRC claims
The Supreme Court  extended the deadline for submission of claims and 

objections for inclusion in the Assam National Register of Citizens (NRC) 

from December 15 to December 31. A Bench of Chief Justice RanjanGogoi 

and RohintonNariman also extended the subsequent date for starting the 

process of verification of the claims and objections from February 1 to 

February 15.

The court further directed that copies of the draft NRC be made available 

for inspection at convenient locations, including District Magistrate/Deputy 

Commissioner, Sub-Divisional (Civil), circle offices and gram panchayats. It 

ordered that filing of objections could be done at the district headquarters. 

It said that if copies of draft NRC were easily available, persons concerned 
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would be able to verify the Application Receipt Numbers (ARNs).

Assam NRC Coordinator PrateekHajela, however, objected to the State 

government’s plea that these numbers should be published online, saying 

they it would expose the ARNs to people outside the country.

The court further ordered the NRC to accept List B documents that are 

found to be legally valid, regardless of date of issuance. “Naturally, such 

acceptance would be on the adequate and full satisfaction of the concerned 

NRC authority that will be free to act on the basis of such satisfaction,” 

it observed. It declined to pass any immediate order on the Assam 

government’s plea for an “intensive sample re-verification of 20% inclusions 

in the final draft NRC.”

Mr. Hajela gave the court an update that though there was only a trickle 

of claims and objections in the initial stage, the last few days have seen a 

flood. He said 14.28 lakh claims and objections have been received so far.

On November 1, the Bench had approved the Centre’s draft Standard 

Operating Procedure (SOP) for submission of claims for inclusion in the 

NRC. It had kept December 15 as the last date for filing of claims by those 

excluded from the draft of the NRC published on July 30, 2018.

Mr. Hajela said ‘documents’ contradicted the Assam government’s 

submission that the number of claims and objections lodged so far had 

been only ‘minimal.’

In its application, filed by advocate Shuvodeep Roy, the State government 

had cited the panchayat elections and exhaustive nature of the claims and 

objections forms as two major reasons for the need for extension.

India gets submarine rescue system
The Indian Navy joined a select group of naval forces in the world  when it 
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inducted its first non-tethered Deep Submergence Rescue Vehicle (DSRV) 

system at the Naval Dockyard in Mumbai. The DSRV is used to rescue crew 

members from submarines stranded under water in the high seas.

The DSRV can be operated at a depth of 650 metres and can rescue 14 people 

at a time. The state-of-the-art system is also equipped with a decompression 

chamber that can accommodate submariners and a remotely operated 

vehicle (ROV), which can be used to beam images and provide immediate 

assistance. The Western Naval Command had recently successfully held 

trials with actual simulations with different classes of submarines.

Describing it as a landmark event, Chief of Naval Staff Admiral Sunil Lanba 

said, “The induction of the DSRV marks the culmination of years of effort of 

the Navy in acquiring this niche submarine rescue capability. It is the latest 

in terms of technology and capability.”

‘Rescue across the globe’

The DSRV can also be transported by air, enabling it to conduct rescue 

operations across the globe. “Our endeavour is to train our crew to provide 

submarine rescue services in the Indian Ocean region and beyond,” Admiral 

Lanba said.

The Indian Navy currently operates five different classes of submarines.

Observing that deep sea submarine rescue capability is critical for the Navy, 

Vice Admiral Girish Luthra, Commanding Officer, Western Naval Command 

said the system would help reduce the reaction time, thereby increasing the 

possibility of a successful rescue. “This project is yet another milestone in the 

defence partnership between India and the United Kingdom,” he added.

In March 2016, the Indian Navy had signed a Rs. 2,000 crore contract with 

the U.K.-based James Fisher Defence (JFD) for two submarine rescue 

systems as well as maintenance for 25 years. Admiral Lanba said the second 

system would be inducted in April and would be based at the Eastern Naval 
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Command in Vishakapatnam.

“These are the first two ‘third-generation’ systems in the world at present,” 

said Giovanni Corbetta, Managing Director, James Fisher Defence. “The 

second one is already on its way to Vishakapatnam. We should be able to 

start the trials by the end of January,” Mr. Corbetta added. The DSRV was 

built at JFD’s facility in Glasgow and was shipped to Mumbai earlier this 

year.

The Indian Navy has also signed a Rs. 9,000 crore contract with the Hindustan 

Shipyard Limited for two ships, which would serve as the dedicated mother 

ships for the submarine rescue system, the first of which is expected to 

arrive by 2022. At present the system is housed on-board a ship which has 

been taken on lease from the Shipping Corporation of India (SCI).

SC verdict on Rafale probe today
A Supreme Court Bench, led by Chief Justice of India RanjanGogoi, will  

pronounce the judgment on a batch of petitions for an independent court-

monitored probe into the Rafale deal.

The hearing concluded in November with the government admitting there 

was no sovereign guarantee from the French government for the deal if the 

manufacturer defaulted.

Attorney-General K.K. Venugopal, for the Centre, had, however, assured 

that there was a “Letter of Comfort” from France, which is as good as a 

sovereign guarantee. The petitioners countered that such a letter has no 

legal validity. The Bench, comprising Justices S.K. Kaul and K.M. Joseph, 

also heard Air Vice-Marshal J. Chalapati, who explained how the fourth and 

fifth generation fighter aircraft have “niche technology”.

The court finally reserved the case for judgment. It questioned the 
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government’s stand on having no “role” in Dassault’s choice of an Indian 

Offset Partner. An amendment to the Offset Policy, which allows “no offset 

obligations” for the first three years of a contract, also came under the 

spotlight.

The amendment was made with retrospective effect, shortly after the Joint 

Statement on the 36 Rafale jets was issued during Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi’s visit to Paris on April 10, 2015. According to the current offset contract, 

Dassault needs to inform the Centre about its IOP only by October 2019.

The court had questioned the legality of the retrospective amendment and 

asked that the formal proposal indicating details of IOPs and products for 

offset discharge should have been part of the main procurement proposal.

“What if the IOP is not good enough? Does it serve the country’s interests? 

What was the need to amend offset policy/guidelines with retrospective 

effect?” Justice Joseph had asked.

Navy ship seizes arms from fishing vessel
The Navy’s offshore patrol vessel, INS Sunayna , which has been deployed 

in the Gulf of Aden to carry out anti-piracy patrol, has seized arms and 

ammunition from a fishing vessel about 20 nautical miles off the Somalia 

coast.

A team seized five rifles, including AK-47s, and 471 rounds of ammunition 

during a search operation launched after sighting the suspicious vessel on 

Thurday. The Southern Naval Command ship had made similar seizures on 

December 7 and November 9.

A press note from the Navy  said INS Sunayna has been deployed on anti-

piracy patrol in the Gulf of Aden since October 6. The ship had seized six AK-

47s and one Light Machine Gun in search operations earlier. The vigilance 
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exercised by the Navy ships reiterates “India’s commitment towards ensuring 

safe seas for Indian as well as international seafarers in the Indian Ocean 

Region (IOR),” the release said.

It added that international effort to combat piracy in the Gulf of Aden and 

the East Coast of Somalia involves participation of many countries such 

as India, China, Japan, and United States, Russia and Pakistan and the 

European Union nations.

Rafale verdict rocks Parliament
The Supreme Court’s verdict on the Rafale deal led to early adjournments 

of both Houses of Parliament, with the government demanding an apology 

from the Congress over its allegations and the Congress insisting on a Joint 

Parliamentary Committee (JPC) probe.

As soon as question hour began in the Lok Sabha, Opposition members 

trooped into the well carrying placards and raising various issues, including 

the Rafale deal. Boosted by the Supreme Court order, which gave a clean 

chit to the government, BJP members stood up and raised slogans against 

the Congress and its president Rahul Gandhi.

Parliamentary Affairs Minister Narendra Singh Tomar demanded an apology 

from Mr. Gandhi.

Two Bills introduced

Speaker Sumitra Mahajan first adjourned the House till noon and after the 

introduction of two Bills — the Indian Medical Council Amendment Bill, 2018 

and the Central Universities (Amendment) Bill, 2018 introduced by Health 

Minister Jagat Prakash Nadda and HRD Minister Prakash Javadekar 

respectively — adjourned for the day as the uproar continued unabated.

Members of the AIADMK and the Telugu Desam Party (TDP) also protested 
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over the construction of a dam by Karnataka on the Cauvery and special 

status for Andhra Pradesh respectively.

Home Minister Rajnath Singh said Mr. Gandhi “misled” the nation on the 

issue for “political gains” and should apologise.

The Rajya Sabha too saw uproar over various issues, including Rafale, 

protection of Cauvery delta farmers and the Bulandshahr violence. The BJP 

and Congress members faced off with the former demanding an apology 

from Mr. Gandhi and the latter a JPC probe.

The protesters did not relent despite requests by Deputy Chairman 

Harivansh to allow proceedings and the House was adjourned till 11.30 a.m. 

After resumption, the protests continued. The House was then adjourned 

for the day.

NGT sets aside Sterlite’s ‘unjustifiable’ closure
The National Green Tribunal has set aside the Tamil Nadu government’s 

order for the closure of Sterlite’s copper smelter in Thoothukudi, terming the 

decision “unjustifiable.”

“We allow this appeal, set aside the impugned orders and direct the TNPCB 

to pass a fresh order of renewal of consent and authorization to handle 

hazardous substances…subject to appropriate conditions for protection of 

environment in accordance with law, within three weeks,” a Bench, headed 

by NGT Chairperson Justice Adarsh Kumar Goel, said .

“The appellant [Vedanta] will also be entitled to restoration of electricity for 

its operations,” observed the Bench, adding that the plant had to comply 

with the suggestions put forth by the NGT-appointed committee.

Responding to the NGT order, Chief Minister Edappadi K. Palaniswami said 

the State government would file an appeal in the Supreme Court against the 
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ruling.

Permanent closure

The State had ordered the permanent closure of the plant over alleged 

pollution after violent protests in May.

The Tamil Nadu government order on the closure of the Sterlite plant in 

May in the wake of the death of 13 people, killed in police firing at a rally of 

protesters opposed to the plant.

Navy to helm centre on maritime security
The Navy will formally inaugurate the Information Fusion Centre (IFC) for 

the Indian Ocean Region (IOR) later this week.

Through this Centre, information on “white shipping”, or commercial shipping, 

will be exchanged with countries in the region to improve maritime domain 

awareness in the Indian Ocean.

“The IFC-IOR is established with the vision of strengthening maritime 

security in the region and beyond, by building a common coherent maritime 

situation picture and acting as a maritime information hub for the region,” a 

defence official said on condition of anonymity.

Gurugram headquarters

The IFC has been established at the Navy’s Information Management and 

Analysis Centre (IMAC) in Gurugram, which is the single point centre linking 

all the coastal radar chains to generate a seamless real-time picture of the 

nearly 7,500-km coastline.

“All countries that have already signed white shipping information exchange 

agreements with us, about 21 of them, are IFC partners,” another official 

said.

“With the launch of the IFC, they now have the option of positioning liaison 
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officers at the IFC for which we need to build up requisite infrastructure too. 

So we now start with their ‘virtual presence’,” the official said.

Against this backdrop, information exchange at the Centre would be initially 

undertaken by virtual means, telephone calls, faxes, e-mails and video 

conferencing. Subsequently, to enable better interconnection, quicker 

analysis of information and timely inputs, the IFC-IOR would host liaison 

officers from foreign countries.

“Additionally, the Centre would undertake conduct of exercises and training 

capsules in maritime information collection and sharing,” the first official 

stated.

Establishment of the IFR-IRO would ensure that the entire region is benefited 

by mutual collaboration and exchange of information and understanding the 

concerns and threats which are prevalent in the region.

Maritime network

In a related development, India has signed the ascension agreement to 

the Trans Regional Maritime Network (T-RMN) which facilitates information 

exchange on the movement of commercial traffic on the high seas. The 

multilateral construct comprises of 30 countries and is steered by Italy.

Commodore K.M. Ramakrishnan signed the agreement on behalf of the 

Indian Navy at the Italian Naval Headquarters in Rome last Monday.

AIS systems on ships

The information is available primarily through the Automatic Identification 

System (AIS) fitted on merchant ships with more than 300 gross registered 

tonnage as mandated by the International Maritime Organisation. The 

AIS information comprises name, MMSI number, position, course, speed, 

last port visited, destination and so on. This information can be picked up 

through various AIS sensors including coastal AIS chains and satellite based 

receivers.
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“The Indian Navy is mandated to conclude white shipping information 

exchange agreements with 36 countries and three multi-national constructs,” 

the official added. Such multilateral agreements are necessitated due to the 

large traffic in the Indian Ocean which cannot be entirely monitored by any 

one nation.

Transgender Bill passed in Lok Sabha
The Transgender Persons (Protection of Rights) Bill, 2016, which aims at 

defining transgender people and prohibiting discrimination against them, 

was passed with 27 amendments in the LokSabha.

The Bill was introduced in the House two years ago.

The amendments moved by the government and those by some Opposition 

members were considered.

Kakoli Ghosh Dastidar of the Trinamool Congress said the Bill was hastily 

drafted and the different clauses in it were inconclusive. “First we have to 

define what transgender means....This Bill has to be returned,” she said.

‘Ready for discussion’

Parliamentary Affairs Minister Narendra Singh Tomar said the government 

was ready for any kind of discussion.

Union Social Justice and Empowerment Minister Thawar Chand Gehlot 

said the Bill had been sent to a standing committee and the government had 

accepted 27 amendments. The Bill was complete and there was no need for 

more discussion, he said. Its objectives include protecting the interests of 

transgender people, defining the term “transgender”, giving them recognition 

and setting up a national transgender council.

Shashi Tharoor of the Congress said the Bill was flawed and failed to define 

discrimination.
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Centre drafts child protection policy
A code of conduct for employees of all organisations and a declaration signed 

by them agreeing to ensure the safety of children are some of the provisions 

included in the Centre’s draft national child protection policy, prepared on 

the prodding of the Supreme Court in the wake of the Muzaffarpur shelter 

abuse case.

The Ministry of Women and Child Development has placed the draft policy 

on its website and invited comments from stakeholders until January 4. This 

will be the first policy dedicated to the protection of children, an area that 

until now was only a part of the broader National Child Policy, 2013.

The Supreme Court had earlier directed the CBI to investigate allegations 

involving 17 shelter homes for children, destitute women, beggars and 

senior citizens in Bihar following the case of sexual abuse of more than 30 

girls in a shelter home in Muzaffarpur in the State. The Supreme Court had 

also asked the Centre to consider framing a national policy on protection of 

children.

As per the draft, the policy will apply to “all institutions, and organisations 

(including corporate and media houses), government or private sector”.

The draft policy recommends that all organisations must have a code of 

conduct based on “zero tolerance of child abuse and exploitation”. It requires 

organisations to lay down that employees don’t use language or behaviour 

that is “inappropriate, harassing, abusive, sexually provocative, demeaning 

or culturally inappropriate”.

Institutions should also designate a staff member to ensure that procedures 

are in place to ensure the protection of children as well as to report any 

abuse. Any individual who suspects physical, sexual or emotional abuse must 

report it to the helpline number 1098, police or a child welfare committee.

Unlike the National Child Policy, 2013, the latest document doesn’t talk about 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    
National

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

children who may need additional special protection measures: including 

those affected by migration, communal or sectarian violence, children forced 

into begging or in conflict with the law, and those infected with HIV/AIDS. 

It also doesn’t talk about the role of the state for ensuring the protection of 

child rights or addressing local grievances.

“We welcome the decision to bring a national policy, but its subsequent 

versions will need to go into a greater detail,” said PritiMahara, Director (Policy, 

Advocacy and Research) CRY. “The document needs to define what child 

protection is as well as what it means by institutions or organisations.”

Rahul’s farm loan promise may trigger competitive 
populism
Congress president Rahul Gandhi  promised a nationwide waiver of farm 

loans if voted to power in the 2019 general elections which are less than 

six months away, accusing Prime Minister Narendra Modi of not “waiving a 

rupee of farmer’s loans in the last four years.”

“We will not let the Prime Minister sleep till he announces a loan waiver,” 

Gandhi told reporters outside Parliament.

Gandhi’s remarks come at a time when the Congress is on the back foot 

after the Supreme Court nixed its claims of corruption in the Rafale deal and 

the Delhi high court awarded a life sentence to Sajjan Kumar for his role in 

the rioting that led to the killing of 3,000 Sikhs in 1984.

At the same time, Gandhi’s promise to waive farm loans is likely to build 

pressure on the centre and other political parties, given that they possess 

fewer options to douse farmer anger ahead of the 2019 elections. More 

so, recently announced central schemes promising 50% returns to farmers 

over costs (PM-AASHA) have failed as crop prices have collapsed in the 
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aftermath of bumper harvests.

Gandhi’s statement comes close on the heels of the Congress defeating 

the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in recently held assembly elections in 

Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh and Rajasthan where a combination of 

factors like farm distress and anti-incumbency went in its favour. In these 

three states the Congress promised a waiver of crop loans of up to ₹2 lakh 

per farmer. , the newly elected Chhattisgarh and Madhya Pradesh chief 

ministers signed off on the waiver within hours of taking oath.

The waiver will cost the state exchequer an estimated ₹6,100 crore in 

Chhattisgarh and between ₹35,000 crore and ₹38,000 crore in Madhya 

Pradesh, according to officials. Since last year, farmer organizations have 

persistently urged the government to waive loans and announce more 

remunerative prices, following a deflation in wholesale crop prices which 

led to a dip in rural incomes and increased debts.

“The competitive populism to waive farm loans is nothing but a race to 

bottom,” said Ashok Gulati, agriculture chair professor at the Indian Council 

for Research on International Economic Relations in Delhi. “The promise 
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of debt relief is an atonement of political parties for ignoring the agriculture 

sector for long. The first kick in this direction was made by none other than 

the Prime Minister himself before the Uttar Pradesh elections (in 2017). 

Learning the electoral benefits, Congress is trying to score the final goal 

now.”

Gulati added that loan waivers not only create a moral hazard—tending to 

reward the defaulter—but are also inequitable as they benefit richer farmers 

linked to formal credit. “A loan waiver at the national level may cost anywhere 

between ₹4-5 trillion and investments in agriculture will surely take a hit. A 

direct income transfer scheme funded equally by the state and centre is a 

better solution to provide immediate relief to farmers,” Gulati said.

Farmer organizations said the wave of debt relief promises is a result of 

the growing agitation by farmers. “The latest round of election results show 

that BJP cannot take our demands for granted. Also the Congress cannot 

afford to be complacent and have to roll out its waivers so that it does not 

exclude deserving farmers,” said V.M. Singh, convener of the All India 

KisanSangharsh Coordination Committee, an umbrella body of over 200 

farmers unions across India.

Since last year, waivers have been announced by several state governments, 

including Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra, Punjab, Karnataka and Rajasthan. 

The last nationwide waiver was implemented by the previous Congress-

led United Progressive Alliance government in 2008, ahead of the general 

elections a year later. It cost the centre ₹52,000 crore and took almost four 

years to complete.

“It is crucial to sensibly design waiver schemes. The 2008 waiver benefitted 

more farmers in Kerala than in Maharashtra since the former had better 

land records though farmers in the latter were more distressed,” said R. 

Ramakumar, professor at Tata Institute of Social Sciences, Mumbai.
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J&K Education Dept. withdraws ban on pheran
A ban order barring officials from wearing pheran , a long woollen winter 

dress, to the office of Zonal Education Officer (ZEO) in north Kashmir’s 

Langate, which triggered a massive online campaign against it, was 

withdrawn .

Chief Education Officer, Kupwara, Mohammad Shafi War, said the order 

issued by the Langate zonal officer, Agha Abdul Rasheed, “has been 

withdrawn.”

“ Pheran is part of our culture. The earlier order was passed after some 

employees would come to work in their night dresses,” said Mr. War. The 

earlier move evoked sharp responses from politicians and civil society in 

Kashmir, which is experiencing a cold wave with sub-zero temperatures. 

The pheran is preferred attire to battle the cold. Former Jammu and Kashmir 

Chief Minister Omar Abdullah  uploaded pictures wearing a pheran to protest 

against the ban. “ My father and I have worn pheran s to official functions 

and will continue to do so,” said Mr. Abdullah, as he uploaded pictures of his 

father Dr. Farooq Abdullah, and himself, in pictures wearing the dress.

RoohiNazki, a restaurateur, started an online campaign in favour of 

the pheran , garnering a massive response from netizens in Kashmir and 

abroad.

All computers can now be monitored by govt. agencies
The Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA)  issued an order authorising 10 Central 

agencies to intercept, monitor, and decrypt “any information generated, 

transmitted, received or stored in any computer.”

The agencies are the Intelligence Bureau, Narcotics Control Bureau, 

Enforcement Directorate, Central Board of Direct Taxes, Directorate of 
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Revenue Intelligence, Central Bureau of Investigation; National Investigation 

Agency, Cabinet Secretariat (R&AW), Directorate of Signal Intelligence 

(For service areas of Jammu & Kashmir, north-east and Assam only) and 

Commissioner of Police, Delhi.

According to the order, the subscriber or service provider or any person in 

charge of the computer resource will be bound to extend all facilities and 

technical assistance to the agencies and failing to do will invite seven-year 

imprisonment and fine.

The MHA gave the authorisation under 69 (1) of the Information Technology 

Act, 2000 which says that the Central government can direct any agency 

after it is satisfied that it is necessary or expedient to do so in the “interest 

of the sovereignty or integrity of India, defence of India, security of the 

state, friendly relations with foreign states or public order or for preventing 

incitement to the commission of any cognizable offence relating to above or 

for investigation of any offence.”

Bureaucracy a major concern for investors in India: WEF 
chief
Bureaucratic red tape and the lack of world-class infrastructure are the 

two main impediments that foreign investors face in India, Klaus Schwab, 

founder and executive chairman of the World Economic Forum (WEF) said 

here .

“I always hear foreign investors complain how difficult it is, particularly, the 

bureaucratic process which is the main impediment to business. However, 

once the business is here, they are very satisfied with working in India,” said 

Schwab, who is in India to speak on the forthcoming WEF in January 2019 

in Davos.
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The other area where India needs to improve, Schwab said, is infrastructure. 

As much as $800 billion will be needed over the next 10 years to improve 

India’s infrastructure, he said.

Schwab also highlighted India’s improving position on the ease of doing 

business index but said that it is far from being perfect. “A powerful indicator 

(of ease of doing business) is that how long it takes to create a business. 

You have examples in the world where it takes half a day and India is still in 

the middle,” he said.

“It is very important for young entrepreneurs to create companies faster 

because the jobs of the future will not so much be created by large companies 

but by young and upcoming entrepreneurs,” said the WEF founder.

India’s rank in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business 2019 survey 

climbed 23 places to 77 among 190 countries surveyed, making it the only 

country to rank among the top 10 improvers for the second consecutive 

year. Last year, India saw a jump of 30 places to reach the 100th position 

in the rankings.

“I definitely see India as a business destination,” he said.

Competition in the future will be less on the basis of cost advantages 

but more on the basis of innovative capabilities, according to Schwab. “I 

wonder whether India can catch up with the United States (US) and China, 

particularly in the area of artificial intelligence,” Schwab said, adding that he 

is also concerned that while half of the population in India is below 24 years 

of age, it is to be seen if the country is capable of equipping these young 

people with skills that are needed in future.

“The fourth industrial revolution will destroy many traditional jobs and create 

new ones that will require new skills. If I look at Indian education system, 

it is still very traditional and businesses and government will have to work 

together to train people for the jobs of tomorrow,” he said.
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Asked about the role of WEF in the age of growing trade wars, he said that 

in a fast-changing world, countries become more egoistic.

“Democratic countries are measured by not what they are doing for the 

world but what they are doing for their own citizens, as they have a mandate 

from the electorate to take care of the national interests,” he said, adding 

that there will be pressure not only on the US but on others as well for more 

nationalistic polices.

Gurugram centre to monitor IOR
Consolidating the regional efforts with friendly nations to keep the global 

commons “open and accessible for all,” India  inaugurated an Information 

Fusion Centre - Indian Ocean Region (IFC-IOR) which will work closely with 

countries in the region and will be manned by the Indian Navy.

“The need for IFC-IOR stems from importance of the IOR for world trade 

and security. All stakeholders are equal in this maritime security and safety 

milestone,” Defence Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said at the inauguration.

A theatre of contention

The IFC has been established at the Navy’s Information Management and 

Analysis Centre (IMAC) at Gurugram, the single point centre interlinking 

all the coastal radar chains to generate a seamless real-time picture of the 

nearly 7,500-km long coastline.

The IFC aims to bring various countries in the region and pool in best 

practices to jointly monitor the vast IOR which is increasingly becoming the 

theatre of contention between great powers apart from an increase in natural 

disasters and trans-national threats like piracy, terrorism and trafficking.

According to Navy officials, “all countries — about 21 — that have already 

signed White Shipping Information Exchange agreements with us are IFC 
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partners and can post International Liaison Officers (ILOs) at the centre.” 

At least 10 countries, including the U.S., France, Italy and Japan, have 

expressed interest in posting their officers. “It is for equals, it is for partners,” 

Ms. Sitharaman stated.

The centre will be tracking and monitoring 75,000 to 1.5 lakh shipping traffic 

in the IOR in real time, round-the-clock.

More manpower

To begin with, the ILOs will have a virtual presence at the centre. In the near 

future, the Indian Navy is looking to host additional ILOs adjacent to the 

IFC-IOR for which creation of infrastructure and manpower is being worked 

out.

“The expertise of the resident ILOs would be utilised towards sharing of real-

time information with partners as well as for generating timely and adequate 

response to developing situations,” the Navy said in a statement.

India to limit pilgrim flow to Kartarpur
India will invite Pakistan to discuss the blueprint of the Kartarpur corridor 

finalised by it.

Under the plans drawn up for pilgrims visiting GurudwaraDarbar Sahib in 

Pakistan, India is likely to cap the number of visitors per day and fix the 

number of hours a pilgrim can spend at the shrine, which is four kilometres 

from the Gurdaspur border.

A senior official told The Hindu that the safety of the pilgrims is of utmost 

importance and India would insist on a sovereign assurance from Pakistan. 

The officials said while the security would be robust on the Indian side, 

conditions on the Pakistan side were a cause for concern.

In 2014, over 50 people were killed in an attack by the Taliban at Wagah, 
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Pakistan’s border crossing point with India’s Attari.

“We have identified the zero point where the 100-yard corridor would be built 

on the other side. Pakistan has to agree to this alignment... In all probability, 

there will be no visa system. We have to finalise the document on which the 

travel is allowed, whether passport or a permit system. We are in favour of 

stamping the passport,” the official said.

Sikh bodies have been petitioning both the governments to build a pilgrim 

corridor from Dera Baba Nanak in Gurdaspur to Kartarpur in Pakistani 

Punjab’s Narowal province. The plan is to complete the project by November 

23, 2019, the 550th birth anniversary of Guru Nanak.

A few days ago, the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) convened a meeting on 

the logistics involved in the Kartarpur corridor. A multi-ministerial team also 

visited the zero point near the Punjab border where the corridor would be 

constructed.

Ministry of Road Transport and Highways has been tasked to construct the 

corridor and a double lane road leading to it.

The corridor would be fenced with barbed wire with no outlet midway. On 

both flanks, mounted Border Security Force (BSF) personnel and foot 

patrols would provide security on a 24/7 basis.

Online registration

The government is also planning an online system where pilgrims could 

register and choose the time and date of travel. This is aimed at discouraging 

large crowds near the corridor.

He said the possibility of Pakistani agencies trying to radicalise Sikh youth 

was also discussed. “We have to trust our citizens. Moreover, the number of 

hours a pilgrim can spend in Pakistan will not be sufficient to recruit anyone. 

We have the passport details of the individuals. In case such a scenario 

exists, they will be watched upon their return.”



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    
National

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

In the event of a pilgrim not returning, he said legal provisions were being 

examined on whether the person could be booked for violation of the 

Passport Act.

PM Modi announces new award for National Unity
Prime Minister Narendra Modi has announced the institution of a national 

unity award on the lines of the Padma awards, an official statement said . The 

annual award would be given to any Indian who has contributed to national 

unity in any manner, the statement said, adding that the Prime Minister drew 

inspiration from Sardar Patel’s contribution towards the unification of the 

country. The announcement was made at the annual conference of DGPs 

and IGs of police 

Bogibeel: from ‘small’ to big
India’s longest rail-road bridge that took Rs. 5,920 crore to build was born 

“small” on paper – a scribbled note in Parliament after a dramatic display of 

anger – 22 years ago.

The 4.94 km Bogibeel, the fourth bridge across river Brahmaputra to be 

inaugurated by Prime Minister Narendra Modi , was one of eight spans 

pursued in 1973 to ease the pressure on the 4,258-ft Saraighat Bridge on 

the western edge of Guwahati.

Until the Saraighat was built in 1962, the Brahmaputra was the only river in 

India that had not been bridged along its entire length from delta to foothills 

either for road or railway.

The first push for the bridge was from a citizen’s forum in eastern Assam’s 

Dibrugarh. In June 1977, members of the forum submitted a memorandum 

to Prime Minister Morarji Desai demanding the construction of the bridge at 
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Bogibeel, about 17 km downstream of the town.

But the bridge found no takers in New Delhi until it dramatically made its 

way into the Parliament less than two decades later.

Angry outburst

Based on another memorandum seeking the construction a bridge 

connecting Dibrugarh and Dhemaji, five MPs of the AsomGanaParishad 

(AGP) had a detailed project report prepared for Bogibeel soon after their 

election in 1996.

But the Railway Board said the estimated project cost – Rs. 2,000 crore 

– was too much for a small State like Assam. The AGP parliamentarians, 

nevertheless, sought Prime Minister H.D. Deve Gowda’s support for the 

bridge they said would be crucial for communication and internal security of 

India’s easternmost part.

The AGP was part of the United Front government that Mr. Deve Gowda 

headed. Party’s Birendra Prasad Baishya was the Minister of Steel and 

Mines while MuhiramSaikia was Minister of State for Human Resources 

Development.

“I lost my temper when Bogibeel was missing from the Budget proposal 

at the Cabinet meeting prior to the Railway Budget during the Parliament 

session in September 1996. I told the PM and Ram Vilas Paswan (then 

Railway Minister)... they ignored us,” Mr. Baishya told The Hindu .

Mr. Deve Gowda placated Mr. Baishya by asking Mr. Paswan to settle the 

Bogibeel issue. Moments later, Mr. Paswan had a brief meeting with AGP 

parliamentarians.

“He said it was too late to incorporate Bogibeel in the Railway Budget, but 

advised us to hand over a note with the request for a ‘small bridge’ during 

the presentation for reading out loud,” Mr. Baishya.

Hitting hard
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The off-the-script announcement placed the bridge in the Parliament records. 

Two days later, Mr. Paswan found out that the bridge he had announced 

was massive, not small. The scale of the project, Mr. Baishya recalled, had 

hit the Railway Minister hard at a meeting with the AGP members and the 

Railway Board chairman.

But Bogibeel was accommodated in the Prime Minister’s special package 

and Mr. Deve Gowda laid its foundation stone at Dhemaji on January 22, 

1997. Work, though, started after another round of initiation ceremony by 

his successor Atal Bihari Vajpayee in April 2002.

But the bridge missed several deadlines. Its project’s cost hence shot from 

Rs. 1,767 crore to Rs. 5,920 crore.

PM opens Bogibeel Bridge, India’s longest
He also flagged off the Intercity Express between Tinsukia in Assam and 

Naharlagun in Arunachal Pradesh, the first train across the bridge.

“Compared to only three bridges constructed across the Brahmaputra 

earlier, our government completed the construction of three more during 

the last four-and-a-half years,” the Prime Minister said. “A process has been 

initiated to build five more bridges across the Brahmaputra,” he added.

Mr. Modi said the NDA government at the Centre was committed to 

upgrading physical and digital connectivity in the region for rapid economic 

development as “we believe the country will be strong only when the 

northeast is strengthened”.

He added that the Centre was spending Rs. 70,000 crore to build more 

than 5,500 km of national highways in the northeastern region, while 15 

new railway lines were being laid. With a controversy over the naming of 

the bridge having preceded his visit, Mr. Modi also avoided referring to the 
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bridge by any name.

Sex workers, lawyers seek to amend language of anti-
trafficking Bill
The anti-trafficking Bill, set to be introduced in the Rajya Sabha, has triggered 

disquiet among sex workers and lawyers about the proposed law’s potential 

to criminalise all adult sex work in the absence of a clear distinction between 

the victims of sexual exploitation or human trafficking and persons who 

voluntarily opt to provide sex to make a living.

The National Network of Sex Workers (NNSW) has written to Rajya Sabha 

Chairman Venkaiah Naidu demanding that the Bill be sent to the Standing 

Committee of the Upper House. The NNSW has also urged a “meaningful 

dialogue” with the communities affected by the Trafficking of Persons 

(Prevention, Protection and Rehabilitation), 2018, Bill.

Voluntary adult sex work is not illegal in India under certain circumstances, 

such as when a woman provides the service in her own home without 

any solicitation. The primary law on trafficking for the purpose of sexual 

exploitation — the Immoral Traffic (Prevention) Act (ITPA), 1986 — punishes 

offences including procuring a person for the purpose of prostitution, living 

on the earnings of prostitution of another person and keeping or using a 

brothel. But enforcement agencies often conflate trafficking with voluntary 

sex work and abuse the provisions of the law to evict sex workers from 

their houses. It is this experience that has stoked fears among sex workers 

about the new Bill, which is aimed at curbing “physical and other forms of 

trafficking”; they are urging lawmakers to revisit the language used in the 

Bill and to ensure that the legislation provides built-in safeguards.

Their key demand is that the Bill should explicitly exclude adult persons 
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voluntarily engaged in sex work.

Intervening during the debate on the Bill in the Lok Sabha’s monsoon 

session — when the Lower House passed it — Women and Child 

Development Minister Maneka Gandhi had sought to reassure Parliament 

that the government was opposed to trafficking and not its victims and that 

any lacunae found in the Bill would be addressed at the time of framing the 

rules for implementation of the Act.

Supreme Court lawyer TriptiTandon said certain offences in the Bill were 

“clearly directed” at sex workers and that these definitions needed to be 

reworded to remove all ambiguity. For instance, the provision that makes 

the advertising and distribution of print and digital content that promotes 

trafficking of a person as an offence could result in adult sex workers using 

digital media to promote their services being sent to jail.

‘Must seek consent’

Sex workers also demand that the consent of a person rescued from 

trafficking should be a mandatory requirement before a decision is taken 

to send him or her to a rehabilitation centre. Clause 4 in Section 17 of 

the Bill, which allows the dismissal of a victim’s application for release “if 

the Magistrate is of the opinion that such application has not been made 

voluntarily”, has been viewed as a denial of the right to liberty.

A study titled ‘Raided’ conducted by a sex workers’ group called VAMP 

(VeshyaAnyayMuktiParishad) and NGO Sangram between 2005 and 2017 

traced the lives of 243 “rescued” women after they had been released. As 

many as 79%, or 193, of these women stated that at the time of the raid 

they had been in sex work voluntarily and had not wanted to be ‘rescued’.

“The current trafficking Bill... will become a tool in the hands of law 

enforcement agencies to victimise and harass sex workers,” said AarthiPai, 

who is among the authors of the study and is a lawyer for the NNSW. “Sex 
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workers, therefore, say the government is wrong in claiming that this Bill 

will not impact them and demand that they be consulted,” she added.

Krishnaveni (name changed), a sex worker in her 30s who spent a year 

at a shelter home in Hyderabad, was the sole bread-winner of her family 

when she was detained by the police from a railway station.

“While I was at the home, my daughter reached puberty and was raped by 

six-seven men; she was in a hospital for a month,” said Ms. Krishnaveni. 

“There was nobody to help her as my husband himself is physically 

challenged. My children had to beg and feed him.” Forced to borrow Rs. 

70,000 for the bribes to secure her release, she has since returned to sex 

work.

“Families headed by single-women, who provide sex to make a living, are 

affected when they are sent to a rehabilitation centre,” said S. Jana, a 

member of a Supreme Court appointed committee to recommend ways to 

ensure the dignity of life to sex workers.

Adivasi group moves NHRC on sedition law
The Adivasi AdhikarRashtriyaManch moved the National Human Rights 

Commission against what they called “reckless” and “illegal” use of the 

sedition law against 15,000 adivasis in Kunti district of Jharkhand by the 

State government.

The manch has alleged that the “open” FIRs filed by the police was a way 

of bullying and intimidating the adivasis.

Explaining the context of the petition, the manch said villages in this district 

have been involved in pathalgarhi — erecting stones at the boundary of 

the village to demarcate it — since 2017. The stones quote Sections of 

the Constitution and the Provision of Panchayats Extension to Scheduled 
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Areas Act 1996, (PESA), to assert that no project or programme can be 

conducted in the village without the consent of the gram sabha.

However, the State claimed that “outsiders” were misleading the villagers 

from implementing the government schemes.

“The State govt. unleashed repression on residents by implicating them in 

false cases,” the manch said.

Centre gives nod to draft Bill on Indian medicine
The Union Cabinet has approved the draft National Commission for Indian 

System of Medicine Bill, 2018. The NCIM will promote “availability of 

affordable healthcare services in all parts of the country”, the Centre said 

in a statement.

The draft Bill will enable the constitution of a National Commission with 

four autonomous boards for the purpose of conducting overall education in 

Ayurveda, Unani, Siddha and Sowarigpa. “There are two common boards, 

namely the board of assessment and rating to assess and grant permission 

to educational institutions of Indian systems of medicine, and board of 

ethics and registration of practitioners of Indian systems of medicine to 

maintain a National Register and ethical issues relating to practice under 

the National Commission for Indian Medicine,” said the statement.

To assess the standard of teachers before appointment and promotions, 

the Bill proposes an entrance and an exit exam that all graduates need to 

clear to get practising licenses.

States get greater say over coastal regions
The Union Cabinet, chaired by Prime Minister Narendra Modi,  approved 

the CRZ Notification 2018, streamlining of Coastal Regulation Zone 
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clearances, aimed at enhancing activities in the coastal regions and 

promoting economic growth while keeping in mind conservation principles 

of coastal regions.

The move comes in the backdrop of a series of representations received 

by the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change from various 

coastal States and Union Territories, besides other stakeholders for a 

comprehensive review of the provisions of the CRZ Notification, 2011.

Few exemptions

According to the new notification only such projects, which are located 

in the CRZ-I (Ecologically Sensitive Areas) and CRZ IV (area covered 

between Low Tide Line and 12 Nautical Miles seaward) will require the 

necessary clearance from the Union Ministry of Environment, Forest and 

Climate Change.

The powers for clearances with respect to CRZ-II (The areas that have been 

developed upto or close to the shoreline) and III (Areas that are relatively 

undisturbed) have been delegated at the State level.

The construction norms on Floor Space Index (FSI) or the Floor Area Ratio 

(FAR), which was frozen as per 1991 Development Control Regulation 

(DCR) levels, has been relaxed and will now be based on laws which are 

in vogue.

The new notification also relaxed the No Development Zone (NDZ) criteria. 

Densely populated rural areas with a population density of 2,161 per square 

kilometre, falling under CRZ-III A, now have NDZ of 50 meters from the High 

Tide Line (HTL) as against 200 meters stipulated in the CRZ Notification, 

2011.

Island curbs

For islands close to the mainland coast and for all Backwater Islands in the 

mainland, NDZ of 20 meters has been stipulated.
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The notification also permits temporary tourism facilities such as shacks, 

toilet blocks, change rooms, drinking water facilities etc. in beaches. Such 

temporary tourism facilities are also now permissible in NDZ of the CRZ-III 

areas.

The government said the new notification will “boost tourism in terms of 

more activities, more infrastructure and more opportunities and will certainly 

go a long way in creating employment opportunities in various aspects of 

tourism”.

Also, in order to address pollution in coastal areas, treatment facilities have 

been made permissible activities in CRZ—I B area subject to necessary 

safeguards. Defence and strategic projects have been accorded necessary 

dispensation, it said

CIC gets four Information Commissioners
The government has appointed four new Information Commissioners in the 

Central Information Commission, which was functioning with just three of 

Commissioners as against a sanctioned strength of 11, including the Chief 

Information Commissioner.

President Ram NathKovind has approved the appointment of former IFS 

officer Yashwardhan Kumar Sinha, former IRS officer Vanaja N. Sarna, 

former IAS officer Neeraj Kumar Gupta and former Law Secretary Suresh 

Chandra as Information Commissioners in the CIC, a government order 

accessed by PTI said.

Mr. Sinha is a 1981-batch IFS officer and former High Commissioner of 

India in the United Kingdom. The only woman in the CIC, Ms. Sarna is a 

1980-batch Indian Revenue Service (Customs and Excise) officer, who was 

the Chief of the Central Board of Excise and Customs (CBEC).
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What’s with the back series GDP data?
The government  released the GDP growth estimates for previous years 

based on the new method of calculation and base year it had adopted in 

2015. The new data and the manner in which it was released led to criticism 

from various quarters, including Opposition political parties and economists 

alike.

What happened?

In 2015, the government adopted a new method for the calculation of the 

gross domestic product of the country, and also adopted the Gross Value 

Added measure to better estimate economic activity. Further, the change 

involved a bringing forward of the base year used for calculations to 2011-

12 from the previous 2004-05. However, this had led to the problem of not 

being able to compare recent data with the years preceding 2011-12. The 

back series data released  provided the earlier years’ data using the new 

calculations.

What does the new data say?

The new data release shows that GDP growth during the UPA years averaged 

6.7% during both UPA-I and UPA-II, compared with the 8.1% and 7.46%, 

respectively, estimated using the older method. In comparison, the current 

government has witnessed an average GDP growth rate of 7.35% during the 

first four years of its term, based on the new method.

The new data shows that, contrary to the earlier perception, the Indian 

economy never graduated to a ‘high growth’ phase of more than 9% in the 

last decade or so. Former Chief Statistician of India TCA Anant also pointed 

out that the newer data, especially for the mining and manufacturing sectors, 

shows that India did not recover from the global financial crisis as quickly as 

initially thought.

What were the changes made?
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The first and most basic change made in the data calculations was changing 

the base year. While using 2011-12 as the base year is simpler for calculations 

for subsequent years, it was a tougher exercise calculating backwards using 

the new base.

According to the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation, the 

method for preparing the back series is largely the same as what is used to 

calculate the data using the new base, which is how all national accounts 

calculations will be made going forward.

While doing the exercise, the government adopted the recommendations of 

the United Nations System of National Accounts, which included measuring 

the GVA, Net Value Added (NVA), and the use of new data sources wherever 

available. One of these data sources is the Ministry of Corporate Affairs MCA-

21 database, which became available since 2011-12.

One problem encountered was in finding matching data for the older series 

as what the MCA-21 database provided. The key difference between the 

two was that the old method measured volumes — actual physical output in 

the manufacturing sector, crop production, and employment for the services 

sector. The MCA-21 database allows for a more granular approach, looking at 

the balance sheet data of each company and aggregating the performance of 

the sector from that, after adjusting for inflation.

For most sectors, simply changing the price vectors from a 2004-05 to a 2011-

12 base was enough, but others required a splicing of new and old data in the 

relevant proportions to arrive at the closest approximation.

The new method is also statistically more robust as it tries to relate the estimates 

to more indicators such as consumption, employment, and the performance 

of enterprises, and also incorporates factors that are more responsive to 

current changes, unlike the old series that usually took 2-3 years to register 

an underlying change.

What are the problems with the new data?
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As even the government concedes, there are a number of ways to calculate 

the back series data. To arrive at the ‘best’ one, it held numerous consultations 

with leading economists and statisticians and even delayed the data release 

once to address all the questions the experts posed.

However, the number of options available and the manner in which the data 

was released also led to criticism and doubt over the method that was finally 

chosen. Former Chief Statistician of India Pronab Sen pointed out that the fact 

that the data was released by NitiAayog led to questions over the credibility 

of the method chosen. While it was being handled exclusively by the Central 

Statistics Office, the assumption was that the statistically strongest method 

would be chosen. Adding NitiAayog to the equation puts this in doubt, Mr. Sen 

said, since it brought political considerations into the fray.

The Opposition also termed the data release a “gimmickry, jugglery, trickery 

and chicanery”, a claim disputed by Finance Minister ArunJaitley.

Are these numbers different from previous estimates?

The new back series data diverges quite sharply significantly from the estimates 

made in a draft report released by the National Statistical Commission earlier 

this year, which showed that growth during the UPA years, crossed 9% on at 

least four occasions, and even hit 10.78% in 2010-11. This report pegged the 

average GDP growth during UPA-I at about 8.4% and UPA-II at 7.7%. The 

government, however, was quick to clarify that this was just a draft report that 

used only one of the many methods on offer to estimate the back series, and 

that it was not the final number.

Oil prices extend gains on expected OPEC-led supply cuts
Oil gave up some earlier gains after Saudi Arabia’s oil chief indicated OPEC 

and allied producers have yet to reach consensus on whether supply curbs 

are in order.
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In an interview Tuesday, Saudi Energy Minister Khalid Al-Falih walked back 

recent calls for 1 million barrels of cuts to daily output by OPEC and other major 

exporters. The comments came just days after an agreement between Saudi 

Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman and Russian President Vladimir Putin 

appeared to smooth the way for a production accord when OPEC gathers in 

Vienna later this week.

“It’s premature to say what will happen” in Vienna, Al-Falih said in an interview 

at a United Nations climate-change conference in Poland. “We need to get 

together and listen to our colleagues, hear about their views on supply and 

demand and their projections of their own countries’ production.”

The note of caution combined with news that the Saudis had slashed the 

price they charge to Asian customers to dent traders’ optimism. Crude prices 

dropped in London and New York to trade nearly flat for a time .

“It’s not a good price signal,” said Bob Yawger, director of futures at Mizuho 

Securities USA in New York. “Either demand is bad or all the talk about cutting 

production is just lip service.”

West Texas Intermediate for January delivery added 36 cents to $53.31 a 

barrel at 10:49 am on the New York Mercantile Exchange, after rising 3 percent 

earlier in the session. Total volume traded was about 49% above the 100-day 

average.

Brent for February settlement gained 79 cents to $62.48 on London’s ICE 

Futures Europe exchange. It was at an $8.92 premium to WTI crude for the 

same month. Brent was set to produce a so-called “death cross” , a bearish 

technical signal when its 50-day moving average falls beneath its 200-day 

average.

Al-Falih’s comments could be “more a message towards his Russian colleagues 

than to the market,” said Hans van Cleef, senior energy economist at ABN 

Amro Bank NV. “For every barrel they don’t have to cut, someone else will 

have to, and they’ll make more money on it. It’s part of the whole negotiation 
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process. It’s quite uncertain still what the outcome will be.”

Other OPEC members are still pushing for curbs. United Arab Emirates Energy 

Minister Suhail Al Mazrouei reiterated that an output reduction is required. 

Iraq’s oil ministry said the nation is seeking balance in the market.

Meanwhile, prices are getting a boost from an unexpected region. Earlier this 

week, Canada’s Alberta province announced that it would cut production by 

325,000 barrels a day to ease a regional glut. The unprecedented step will 

reduce production of raw crude and bitumen by 8.7% starting in January until 

the levels of excess oil in storage are drawn down.

India’s Bhutan hydel project ready
India is expected to commission a major hydropower project in Bhutan in the 

coming weeks, Foreign Secretary Vijay Gokhalesaid.

Delivering a speech on India-Bhutan relations, the top diplomat said cooperation 

in the hydropower sector was a sign of strength of the time-tested ties between 

the two countries.

“This year we hope to commission the flagship 750 megawatt Mangdechhu 

hydropower project, hopefully this month itself, and we are also working on 

a number of ongoing and planned projects that will ensure our relationship 

in this sector continues in the future,” said the Foreign Secretary assuring 

Bhutan of India’s commitment to work with the Himalayan country.

Adapting to the times

The Mangdechhu project was bagged by the Bharat Heavy Electricals Ltd. 

(BHEL) and it will be implemented on a bilateral basis. The Foreign Secretary 

said India-Bhutan ties had adapted to the changing times. Bhutan’s latest 

democratic election had firmed up its position as a leading democracy in the 

region, he said.

Commissioning of the project will mark a highpoint in bilateral ties in the 
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coming months.

The official said India and Bhutan were now interacting at the level of 

parliamentarians and civil society participants, while also maintaining close 

dialogue at the official levels.

Special ties

The Foreign Minister of Bhutan TandiDorji told The Hindu  that Bhutan would 

maintain its special relationship with India in the future.

The Foreign Secretary’s comments came at the end of a conference organised 

by the Indian Council of World Affairs (ICWA) that was organised to mark half 

century of diplomatic ties between Delhi and Thimphu.

Demonetisation pushed up direct tax collections: CBDT
Demonetisation was beneficial in terms of increasing the tax base as well 

as increasing direct tax collections, Central Board of Direct Taxes Chairman 

Sushil Chandra said.

The government expects to exceed the budgeted target for direct tax collections 

this year, he added.

“The gross rate of direct tax collections is 16.5% and net growth is 14.5%, 

which in itself shows that demonetisaton has really helped in widening the tax 

base, increasing the tax revenue, and also in deepening the tax base, which 

means that people who filed returns of Rs. 10 lakh about two years ago, are 

now reporting more now, and even the people filing returns of more than Rs. 

1 crore are filing much more this year,” Mr. Chandra told reporters on the 

sidelines of a CII conference on tax.

“We will definitely achieve the budget estimate for direct tax collections for the 

year,” he added. “The target is Rs. 11.5 lakh crore and we are very hopeful 

that we will achieve this target. We have already covered 48% of the total 

budget estimate, and there will not be problem in achieving the rest.”
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Foreign assets disclosure

Mr. Chandra added that India had begun to receive information on an automatic 

basis from 70 countries regarding foreign assets and bank accounts held by 

Indians. “If anybody has not shown foreign assets or a foreign bank account in 

their I-T returns, the department will take action against them,” he said.

Reserve Bank stands pat on rates
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has left the key interest rate or the repo rate 

unchanged at 6.5% during the fifth bimonthly monetary policy review  — which 

was on expected lines — while maintaining the ‘calibrated tightening’ stance 

though it reduced the inflation projection sharply.

All the six members of the Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) voted in favour 

of status quo on repo rate while only one member R.H. Dholakia voted for 

change in the stance to neutral.

During the post-policy interaction, RBI Governor Urjit Patel said the central bank 

was ready to take policy action if upside risks to inflation did not materialise.

“If the upside risks we have flagged do not materialise or are muted in their 

impact as reflected in incoming data, there is a possibility of space opening up 

for commensurate policy actions by the MPC,” Dr. Patel said.

Consumer price index-based inflation is projected at 2.7-3.2% for the second 

half of the current financial year and 3.8-4.2% in the first half of the next financial 

year. In the previous policy review held in October, inflation was projected at 

3.9-4.5% for the second half of FY19 and 4.8% in the first quarter of FY20.

Oil price decline

The sharp fall in inflation comes on the back of 30% decline in crude oil prices 

in November compared with October.

“We expect a formal stance change in early 2019 and a long pause, but rate 

cut risks are rising,” analysts at Nomura Holdings said.
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Retains GDP growth rate

The RBI decided to retain GDP growth rate for 2018-19 at 7.4% and estimated 

growth at 7.5% for the first half of the next financial year.

“Given the downside risks to growth, we believe that some more members 

could tilt towards a change in stance by the next meeting in February,” said 

AbheekBarua, chief economist, HDFC Bank.

S.C. Garg, Secretary, Economic Affairs, while ‘welcoming’ the RBI assessment 

on growth and inflation outlook, however said, “The policy stance probably 

required calibration.”

In a move to boost credit flows, the central bank has decided to reduce the 

statutory liquidity ratio (SLR) requirement for banks to 18% of net demand and 

time liabilities from 19.5% over the next six quarters, by 25 bps each in every 

quarter.

The first reduction of 25 basis points will take effect in the quarter starting in 

January 2019.

“We believe that with global growth becoming uncertain and domestic growth 

considerations slowly taking centre stage, a depiction of uncertainty should 

form part of the policy statement,” said SoumyaKanti Ghosh, group chief 

economic adviser, SBI.

Cabinet approves sale of govt’s stake in REC to PFC
The government is likely to net around ₹14,000 crore in its disinvestment kitty 

with the Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs (CCEA)  approving the sale 

of the government’s stake in state-run Rural Electrification Corp. Ltd (REC) 

to another state-run firm, Power Finance Corporation (PFC), along with 

management control.

The decision also signals the creation of a major lending institution for the 

Indian power sector and is expected to reduce competition, while leveraging 
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synergies and achieving economies of scale, as REC and PFC are the biggest 

lenders in that space.

The “in principle” approval for the strategic sale of the government’s 52.63% 

of total paid up equity shareholding in REC will take it closer to its ₹80,000 

crore target of disinvestments in this fiscal year and help it meet the fiscal 

deficit target of 3.3% of gross domestic product (GDP) in 2018-19. So far, the 

government has garnered only ₹32,737 crore, on account of the collapse of 

plans to privatize Air India.

The transaction will have to be approved by the Competition Commission of 

India, the Securities and Exchange Board of India, the Reserve Bank of India, 

lenders, the boards of the two public sector units and minority shareholders.

“The acquisition intends to achieve integration across the power chain, obtain 

better synergies, create economies of scale and have enhanced capability 

to support energy access and energy efficiency by improved capability to 

finance power sector. It may also allow for cheaper fundraising with increase 

in bargaining power for the combined entity,” the government said.

The government is also considering the sale of the Satluj Jal Vidhyut Nigam Ltd 

(SJVNL) to NTPC Ltd, a government official said on condition of anonymity.

This marque transaction comes at a time when power has emerged as one of 

the highly stressed sectors, with close to ₹1 trillion of loans having turned bad 

or been recast. Around 66 gigawatts (GW) of capacity is facing various degrees 

of financial stress. This includes 54.8GW of coal-based power (44 assets), 

6.83GW of gas-based power (nine assets) and 4.57GW of hydropower (13 

assets).

The cabinet also decided to increase the share of government contribution 

to National Pension Scheme accounts of government employees from 10% 

to 14%, the official said. However, the government did not make a formal 

announcement on this in view of ongoing state elections.

The cabinet also approved the agriculture export policy aimed at doubling 
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agricultural exports to $60 billion by 2022 by removing export restrictions on 

organic and agro-processed products as well as through the diversification of 

products. Marine products and meat constitute 52% of agri-exports at present 

prices, said commerce minister Suresh Prabhu, emphasizing the need for 

diversification. “We will remove export restrictions on most agri-products, 

except on sensitive products like onion,” the minister said.

Prabhu said the government will merge existing schemes to invest up to 

₹1,400 crore in agri-export clusters as part of the strategy.

The cabinet also approved a proposal for establishing a monitoring framework 

at the commerce ministry as the nodal body, with representation from various 

line ministries/departments and agencies and concerned state governments, 

to oversee the implementation of the agriculture export policy.

A frequent change in the agro-export policy depending on the domestic price 

situation is considered to be a hindrance in boosting farm exports. The new 

policy is likely to stabilize India’s policy towards export of farm products.

US finalizes duties on certain steel pipe from China, India
The US International Trade Commission  said it had determined that American 

producers were being harmed by imports of certain large-diameter welded 

steel pipe from China and India, a finding that locks in duties on those products 

for five years.

Last month, the Commerce Department said the imports were being unfairly 

subsidized and dumped in the US market, and it announced duties to protect 

domestic producers.

The ITC’s final determination that US producers are being harmed ensure 

those duties will remain in place.

The US trade probe, which covered welded carbon and alloy line and structural 

steel pipes with a diameter larger than 16 inches, began after a petition from 
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a group of privately held US producers.

In 2017, large-diameter welded pipe imported from China and India were 

valued at an estimated $29.2 million and $294.7 million, respectively.

The ITC, in its statement, said it did not find that imports of stainless steel 

pipes from China and India created the same harm.

CEA-designate is ‘serious researcher, astute observer’
Newly-appointed Chief Economic Adviser Krishnamurthy Subramanian, 

affectionately called as ‘Subbu’ by his friends and colleagues, is an “outstanding 

choice for the job”, according to those who have worked and are currently 

working with him.

Currently an associate professor at the Indian School of Business, Mr. 

Subramanian has written about a number of economic and financial topics 

ranging from demonetisation to labour laws, CEO compensation, and even 

crime data. Apart from that, those who know him say he is a very good singer 

and is a polyglot, fluent in Tamil, English, Telugu, Hindi and Bengali.

A sharp student, Mr. Subramanian ranked 159 in the IIT-JEE and was 

selected to do a B. Tech in electrical engineering at IIT Kanpur, one of the 

most competitive departments for the subject at the time. He followed this up 

with a MBA in finance from IIM Calcutta in 1997-99, where he topped his batch 

and was placed in the institute’s Roll of Honour.

Thereafter, he completed a PhD from the University Of Chicago Booth School 

Of Business under noted economist Luigi Zingales and former CEA and RBI 

Governor RaghuramRajan.

Recognised scholar

“Professor Krishnamurthy Subramanian is an exceptionally bright finance 

faculty member at the Indian School of Business (ISB),” Milind Sohoni, deputy 

dean, ISB told The Hindu. “He is a globally recognised scholar in banking, 
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corporate governance and economic policy.”

Mr. Subramanian’s expertise has been put to good use by several of India’s 

regulators, including the Reserve Bank of India and the Securities and 

Exchange Board of India.

He serves on the boards of Bandhan Bank, the Reserve Bank of India 

Academy and National Institute of Bank Management apart from being a 

member of the P.J. Nayak Committee on Governance of Bank Boards and the 

SEBI committees on corporate governance, primary markets and secondary 

markets. Despite all this, he finds the time to serve as the associate editor of 

the Financial Management and Journal of Corporate Finance.

“Krishnamurthy Subramanian is an outstanding choice for the job,” Anusha 

Chari, professor of economics and finance at the University of North Carolina 

at Chapel Hill, and also a co-author of a paper with Dr. Subramanian, told The 

Hindu . “His expertise on the Indian banking system will be invaluable given 

the challenges that the economy faces in this realm. Working with him as a 

co-author, I can unequivocally say that he is both a serious researcher and an 

astute observer of the Indian economy.”

“He will bring an extraordinary combination of academic- and policy-relevant 

skills to the job,” she added.

Body of work

Soon after the announcement of demonetisation, he argued that the data from 

the National Sample Survey Organisation showed that the impact of the note 

ban would not be as detrimental for the poor as was being portrayed by the 

opposition parties. He also said that the move would be “revolutionary in the 

annals of the country’s fight against corruption”.

More recently, in 2018, Mr. Subramanian wrote about how the Prevention of 

Corruption Act needs to be amended to ward off a “witch hunt” against bankers. 

In a 2012 paper with current RBI Deputy Governor Viral Acharya, published in 

the National Bureau of Economic Research (NBER), Mr. Subramanian argued 
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that laws that protect employees against unjust dismissal spur innovation.

In another paper, also with Mr. Acharya, he wrote that “stringent labour laws can 

provide firms a commitment device to not punish short-run failures and thereby 

spur their employees to pursue value-enhancing innovative activities”.

Liquidity stress has abated, says SEBI chief
The liquidity stress affecting non-banking finance companies and housing 

finance companies since September 2018 has abated significantly, and the 

Indian markets have performed better than several developed markets despite 

high global volatility this year, the chief of India’s stock market regulator Ajay 

Tyagisaid .

The Securities Exchange Board of India (SEBI) Chairman said that the role 

of capital markets in facilitating fund raising to sustain the country’s economic 

growth momentum ‘becomes even more important given the stress in the 

banking sector.’

The volatility in global markets, caused by factors such as uncertainty in oil 

prices, change in monetary policy stance of central banks like the U.S. Federal 

Reserves and U.S.-China trade tensions, is likely to persist, Mr. Tyagi said at 

a financial markets summit.

Domestic issues

“These factors have also affected Indian markets, as well as domestic issues 

such as NBFCs and housing finance companies facing tight liquidity since 

September 2018, although it has improved much on account of steps taken 

by the RBI in providing systemic liquidity,” the SEBI chief said.

Despite the high volatility in the Indian markets compared with ‘previous years 

when markets were just rising and people almost thought they provide assured 

returns, the performance of Indian capital markets has been comparable, not 

much worse than the comparable jurisdictions,’ Mr. Tyagi said.
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The SEBI chief said that the regulator has moved ‘in a timely manner’ ‘by 

government standards’ on implementing reforms in the corporate governance 

framework proposed by a committee headed by Uday Kotak.

Steps are afoot to enhance the focus on independent directors, prescribe 

the separation of CEO, MD and chairperson roles, enhance the role of audit, 

nomination and remuneration and risk management committees as well as 

strengthening disclosures of related-party transactions, he said.

India should brace itself for a slowdown: Subramanian
Former Chief Economic Adviser Arvind Subramanian  warned the Indian 

economy was in for a slowdown for some time as agriculture and financial 

system were under stress.

Speaking at the release of his book, Of Counsel: The Challenges of the 

Modi-JaitleyEconomy, he said both demonetisation and implementation of 

GST have resulted in moderation of the economy and the budget estimate 

of revenue collection from the Goods and Services Tax (GST) seems to be 

unreasonable.

“To judge the GST by what the budget demands of the GST, is unreasonable. 

I will say it frankly, the budget has made unreasonable demands on GST. It 

has asked for 16-17% [increase].”

With regard to the economy, he said: “we have to brace ourself for a slowdown 

for some time. I say that for a combination of reasons. First of all, the financial 

system is under stress, financial conditions are very tight. This is not conducive 

for rapid growth.” The agriculture sector remains under stress, he said, adding 

international environment is getting much softer.

“Europe is slowing down, Japan is slowing down...there are political calenders. 

It is easier to do things at some moments than other moments. I think to expect 

huge reforms that will perk up the economy at this stage would be somewhat 
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ambitious. “For the combination of all these reasons I think we should brace 

ourselves for a period of slowdown. Then we have to see what policy actions 

are taken, how external environment changes, then we can think about real 

perk up in the economy,” he said.

Dr. Subramanian said that the autonomy of the RBI should not be undermined. 

However, he said there were excess reserves with the RBI which can be 

utilised for the recapitalisation of public sector banks and not for funding the 

fiscal deficit of the government.

Shaktikanta Das appointed RBI Governor
A day after the sudden resignation of Governor Urjit Patel, the Modi 

administration  appointed former bureaucrat Shaktikanta Das as the 25th 

Governor of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) at a time when the government 

and the central bank are apparently locked in a tussle over several important 

issues.

“The Appointments Committee of the Cabinet has approved the appointment 

of Shri Shaktikanta Das, IAS Retd., former Secretary, Department of Economic 

Affairs, as Governor, Reserve Bank of India, for a period of three years,” read 

the notification issued by the Department of Personnel and Training (DoPT) 

.

A veteran bureaucrat who served as Secretary Revenue and subsequently 

Economic Affairs in the Ministry of Finance, Mr. Das is currently a member 

of the Fifteenth Finance Commission and represents India at the G-20 in the 

role of a sherpa. He is a 1980 batch IAS officer of the Tamil Nadu cadre.

‘Enjoys govt. trust’

“He is trusted by the top people in the government, hence his selection to 

head the central bank at such a crucial and delicate period,” a top source in 

the government told The Hindu.
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Insiders in the government said there was a strong view in the PMO and the 

Finance Ministry to put a retired bureaucrat in charge of the central bank 

instead of hiring career economists like RaghuramRajan or his successor 

Urjit Patel.

Those favouring a bureaucrat cited examples of Dr. D. Subbarao and Y.V. 

Reddy earlier.

‘Key’ agenda left to new Governor’s understanding
The Centre may have been quick to fill the vacuum left by the sudden exit 

of Dr.Urjit Patel as RBI governor, but the issues that probably led to his 

departure remain unresolved.

The government’s effort to make the RBI board responsible for major 

decisions was the last straw in the troubled relationship.

According to RBI sources, Dr. Patel decided to agree to some of the 

government’s demands such as reviewing the central bank’s capital and 

a scrutiny of banks under prompt corrective action, besides a debt recast 

scheme for micro, medium and small enterprises. In return, he seemed 

to have expected the government to give up its demand of making the 

management answerable to the board.

So far, the board has restricted itself to providing broader vision to the central 

bank and refrained from getting involved in specific policy decisions.

“Recent discourses relating to the Reserve Bank are of great concern for 

the institution, which has done yeoman service to this nation. We sincerely 

hope that status quo is maintained in respect of the governance structure 

of Reserve Bank as the same has stood the test of time,” the United Forum 

of Reserve Bank Officers & Employees said in a statement, expressing 

appreciation and gratitude for the leadership provided by Dr. Patel. Sources 

in the central bank said Dr. Patel was in regular dialogue with the finance 
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ministry on all issues raised by the government.

“There were both written as well as verbal communication regarding the 

issues between the governor and the finance minister. But it was surprising 

that despite the ongoing communication, the government decided to invoke 

Section 7 [of the RBI Act], for consultation,” a source said.

The issue of governance was to be discussed in the next board meeting 

scheduled December 14. Whether it still remains an agenda for the meeting 

is not known yet as the new governor might take some time to study the 

issue before discussing it in the board.

It is understood that the government has an elaborate plan to revamp 

the functioning of the board by setting up specific committees within the 

board on issues like technology, risk management, banking regulation and 

supervision.

Since such committees may comprise government nominees, there is an 

apprehension that the government might try to influence decision-making, 

undermining RBI’s autonomy.

Sebi examining whistle-blower complaint against Sun 
Pharma: Ajay Tyagi
Markets regulator Sebi said it is examining the whistleblower complaint 

against Dilip Shanghvi-led Sun Pharmaceutical Industries.

A whistleblower had last month approached Sebi with a document alleging 

various irregularities by the company, its promoter Shanghvi and others.

“There is whistleblower complaint which we are examining. I have nothing 

more to add,” Sebi Chairman Ajay Tyagi told reporters after its board 

meeting.

Sources had told PTI last month that Sebi may reopen an insider trading 

case against Sun Pharma and as well as probe alleged lapses by some of 
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its promoters and other entities in raising funds overseas.

Following this, Shangvi, who is also the managing director of the pharma 

firm, had said it has not received any query so far from the markets regulator 

regarding the whistleblower complaint.

“We are following highest levels of corporate governance at Sun Pharma,” 

Shanghvi had said.

In August 2017, Sun Pharmaceutical, Shanghvi and nine other entities 

settled an insider trading probe on payment of Rs 18 lakh towards settlement 

charges.

However, reports have stated that the regulator is likely to reopen the case 

as it has powers to reopen cases of settlement related to insider trading on 

various grounds.

The sources had said that alleged irregularities by the company’s promoters 

and others in raising funds through Foreign Currency Convertible Bonds 

(FCCBs) are also likely to be investigated by the watchdog.

In August 2017, the regulator had not disclosed the details of the insider 

trading case.

However, it had appeared to be related to the acquisition of Ranbaxy by 

Sun Pharma from Japanese drugmaker Daiichi, as the settlement with 

the regulator has also been done by former Ranbaxy CEO ArunSawhney, 

Daiichi’s director Kazunori Hirokawa, its ex-Chairman Takashi Shoda and its 

former senior executive officer Tsutomu Une.

Shoda is said to have led Daiichi’s acquisition of Ranbaxy in 2008, though 

the Japanese giant had to eventually sell its stake in the company to Sun 

Pharma in 2014.

Besides, the settlement was done by Ranbaxy’s former secretary S K 

Patawari; Sun Pharma’s directors Sudhir V Valia and Sailesh Desai; and its 

company secretary Sunil Ajmera.
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Irdai allows single personal accident cover for multiple 
vehicles
Come January 1, customers will not have to purchase separate compulsory 

personal accident (CPA) cover for each new vehicle they buy, as per a 

notification of insurance regulator Irdai. Insurance regulator Irdai has decided 

to unbundle the compulsory personal accident (CPA) cover and allow the 

issuance of a standalone CPA cover for owner-driver.

Currently, a vehicle buyer has to buy a CPA for every vehicle he or she 

purchase.

In September this year, the Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority 

of India (Irdai) had raised the minimum insurance cover for owner-driver to Rs 

15 lakh for an annual premium of Rs 750.

Earlier, the capital sum insured (CSI) for two-wheelers and private cars/

commercial vehicles was Rs 1 lakh and Rs 2 lakh, respectively.

“Since a general personal accident cover also includes cover against motor 

accidents, if an owner-driver already has a 24 hour personal accident cover 

against Death and Permanent Disability (Total and Partial) for CSI of at least 

Rs 15 lakh, there is no need for a separate CPA cover to be taken,” said the 

notification of Irdai.

Animesh Das, Head of Product Strategy, ACKO General Insurance, said, 

“Currently, an individual vehicle owner has to buy a compulsory personal 

accident cover of Rs 15 lakh at cost of Rs 750 with his vehicle insurance. This 

has to be mandatorily taken with every vehicle insurance policy. In case where 

a customer has multiple vehicles, he may end-up buying CPA cover for more 

than one vehicle, which is unnecessary.” IRDAI has come up with a solution 

and introduced standalone PA cover where a single PA cover can be taken for 

multiple vehicles. With the introduction of this option, customers will be able to 

save the additional Rs 750 per vehicle, he said.
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In a circular addressed to all general insurers carrying on motor insurance 

business, the regulator said that effective January 1, 2019, standalone CPA 

cover for owner-driver may be issued.

“Keeping in view the date of implementation, as an interim measure, insurers 

may price the product in accordance with their general pricing philosophy, 

based on actuarial principles for the risk in question,” it added. Irdai also 

said that if it finds the pricing approach is not in line with actuarial principles, 

suitable direction would be issued.

The changes have been affected following feedback from various quarters 

wherein it has been pointed out that many owner-drivers already have existing 

general personal accident covers which ought to be taken cognizance of. 

Also, the fact that owner-drivers may own more than one vehicle needs to be 

taken into consideration in a more rational manner so that the owner-driver 

does not have to take different policies for the different vehicles that he/she 

owns.

After a detailed examination of the issues, Irdai said it was decided to 

unbundle the CPA cover and permit the issuance of a stand-alone CPA cover 

for owner-driver. Onkar Kothari, Compliance Officer, Bajaj Allianz General 

Insurance, said the circular on the CPA cover has provided clarification in line 

with the Indian Motor Tariff provisions.

Govt., RBI change stance as new Governor takes guard
One of the biggest challenges that a Reserve Bank of India (RBI) Governor 

faces is to maintain a balance between growth and inflation.

Shaktikanta Das — who assumed charge as the 25th Governor last week 

— has a different challenge that he needs to balance, at least in his initial 

days.

Mr. Das, who has spent 38 years in the government, joins RBI after Urjit Patel 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    
Economy

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

resigned rather abruptly, over differences with the government on various 

issues.

The biggest challenge for Mr. Das is the perception that he is the government’s 

trusted lieutenant.

Though these are still very early days, there are two events that throw some 

light on how Mr. Das is going about his new role.

First is the interaction with the press on the first day he took charge. The 

way press conference was conducted, marks a change in stance. From 

tightly managed affairs with short replies, the new RBI under Mr. Das was 

‘accommodative’ in the way it took questions from journalists. ‘Glasnost’ was 

the term used by many who attended the press conference as well as those 

who attended the L.K. Jha memorial lecture on December 14 in RBI — shortly 

after the central bank’s board meeting that was chaired by Mr. Das for the first 

time.

Consultative approach

During the press conference, Mr. Das made it clear that his approach would 

be consultative. No one could miss the point on why Mr. Das emphasised on 

consultation. His predecessor was often accused of not being consultative; he 

would even skip the customary pre-monetary policy meeting with the Finance 

Minister.

“He is likely to be more communicative and consultative in his approach, 

which is a positive,” analysts at Nomura wrote in a note to their clients. Mr. 

Das met the chiefs of Mumbai-based public sector banks on the very next day 

to listen to the issues that bankers were facing. More such interactions with 

other banks would follow, he indicated.

The statement after the board meeting on December 14 is the other event that 

gives an indication that the balancing act is already underway.

The statement itself was not newsworthy, except for one sentence. “The board 

deliberated on the Governance Framework of the Reserve Bank and it was 
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decided that the matter required further examination.”

The statement lists all the things that were discussed in the meeting, from 

liquidity to financial literacy. But that is the template used after central bank 

board meetings. In this context, the statement after the previous board 

meeting on November 19, the last one chaired by the previous Governor, 

was an aberration. It mentioned ‘decisions’ taken in the board meeting for 

the first time. Incidentally, during Dr. Patel’s regime, the RBI stopped issuing 

statements after board meetings. Also all board meetings were held in the 

headquarters in Mumbai — a departure from past practice when board 

meetings took place in capitals of different States followed by interaction with 

the local media.

The government’s insistence on a governance framework for the RBI was a 

major issue during Mr. Patel’s tenure.

But central bank watchers say that under the new chief, the issue seems to 

have been put on the back burner going by the ‘further examination’ phrase 

in the statement after the board meeting on December 14.

Mr. Das has already hit the ground running as the board members have 

agreed to put some contentious issues behind them.

Mr. Das’s colleagues in the North Block point out how he managed the 

demonetisation fallout as Finance Secretary.

“While it was evident that RBI was not happy with the exercise, Mr. Das, who 

was interacting with the RBI on behalf of the government multiple times a day 

at times, never allowed the differences to spill into the public domain,” one of 

his colleagues said.

A few commentators pointed out he is not a technocrat who is heading an 

institution which is typically headed by someone trained in economics. But, 

the RBI, which is not only the monetary policy authority but also a banking 

regulator, has no dearth of economists, including at the level of Deputy 

Governor. What the RBI probably needs, particularly at this juncture, is an 
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administrator who can navigate the present challenges with a fine balance.

Bank credit: is it growing, and where’s it going?
Credit flow to industry, or the lack of it, has been a bone of contention between 

the Centre and the Reserve Bank of India (RBI). While RBI and its supporters 

assert that bank lending is now growing at a brisk pace, the government and 

industry lobbies insist that the credit taps remain shut. So who’s right? An 

analysis of RBI data on the deployment of bank credit yields some answers.

Credit flow accelerates

RBI data shows that Indian banks’ non-food credit growth, which had slumped 

to 7-8% in the three years to October 2017, got back to double-digit growth in 

the last one year (October 2017 to October 2018) at 13%.

Historically, bank credit in India has either matched or grown ahead of 

nominal GDP. In the three years from FY15 to FY18, bank credit growth at 

7-9% lagged nominal GDP growth of 10-11%. But as the nominal growth rate 

picked up to 12.8% in the first half of this fiscal, bank credit has matched this 

expansion.

Absolute numbers on net credit flow make it even clearer that banks have 

stepped up their lending. In the year from October 2017 to October 2018, 

banks added a net Rs. 9.44 lakh crore to their outstanding loan books. This 

reflects new credit flow to the economy. It is more than twice the Rs. 4.7 lakh 

crore additions in October 2016-17.

In fact, in absolute terms, net bank credit flow in the past year has been at its 

highest level in a decade. In the nine years from 2007-08 to 2016-17, banks 

added Rs. 5.1 lakh crore every year to their loan books on an average.

New loans to industry were at Rs. 97,029 crore in the year ended Ocetober 

2018, against Rs. 75,100 crore last year. Services bagged Rs. 4.74 lakh 

crore this year against Rs. 2.17 lakh crore. Retail loans were plentiful too, at 
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Rs. 2.9 lakh crore in the year ending October 2018 compared to Rs. 1.15 lakh 

crore. Lending to MSMEs nearly doubled to Rs. 1.1 lakh crore.

These numbers suggest that RBI is right to take the view there’s no systemic 

problem impeding bank credit, despite its sweeping a few public sector banks 

into the Prompt Corrective Action framework.

Services pips industry

But if credit flow has been picking up, why do market participants and the 

government complain that banks are playing scrooge? The key reason 

appears to be that a few sectors are hogging the lion’s share of these loans.

For instance, for every Rs. 100 of new bank loans added, it was services 

which bagged Rs. 50, while industry received just Rs. 10. Out of the Rs. 10 

advanced to industry, large firms cornered Rs. 8.30, while medium and small 

enterprises had to make do with just Rs. 1.70. Apart from lending directly to 

large firms, banks were also heavy subscribers to corporate bonds, which 

are mostly floated by large companies.

As much as Rs. 31 out of every Rs. 100 of new bank loans did not go to 

businesses at all, but to retail folk borrowing towards their home, credit card 

or personal loans.

Though credit flow to services appeared plentiful, NBFCs (financial services) 

cornered a disproportionate share of loans to this sector. With as much as 

Rs. 21 of every Rs. 50 in new bank loans to services finding its way into 

NBFCs, direct borrowers in services were left with smaller slices of the loan 

pie. NBFCs in turn seem to have funnelled this money into consumer loans, 

real estate, affordable housing, loans against property and shares, promoter 

funding and infrastructure.

There has been concern about a squeeze on bank credit to MSMEs post-

demonetisation. Overall loans to MSMEs doubled this year, with Rs. 11.6 

out of every Rs. 100 in new bank credit flowing to them. But the MSMEs in 
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services hogged Rs. 11 of this, leaving manufacturing MSMEs with just Rs. 

0.60. The surge in services MSME loans likely reflects small-ticket loans to 

entrepreneurs under the Pradhan Mantri Mudra Yojana, which has seen a 

big push by the government. In FY18, banks are believed to have lent over 

Rs. 92,490 crore and NBFCs Rs. 27,000 crore under the Mudra Yojana.

Within the priority sector, though services MSMEs, agriculture and housing 

saw brisk growth, exporters were starved of credit, with their credit flow in 

negative territory for the last three years.

Agriculture, bagging Rs. 8 of every Rs. 100 in bank loans has also seen a dip 

in credit flow compared to the pre-demonetisation period. Thus data clearly 

show that if mid- and small-sized manufacturing firms, exporters or farmers 

complain of tight credit, they have good reason to do so.

In fact, the above shifts in bank credit flows have been evolving for some 

time.

Between October 2013 and October 2018, total bank credit growth has 

expanded at 9% a year. But retail loans have galloped at 17% a year in the 

same period. Loans to services have grown at 12% and those to agriculture 

at 11%. Industry has given up its share of the pie, with bank credit to it growing 

at just 3% a year. Banks’ strong appetite for retail loans and their parsimony 

with industrial loans could be the result of the risk aversion brought on by 

their terrible lending experience with corporate loans during the previous 

economic boom.

But at this juncture, it is important for the Centre and the RBI to allow banks to 

make their own decisions on allocating credit, instead of driving it to specific 

segments. For banks to regain their appetite to lend to riskier borrowers, they 

must first digest the mountain of bad loans that today account for over 11% 

of their loan books.
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RBI ‘action’ spooking even genuine exporters: EEPC
Reports that the banks and the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) are forwarding 

cases of non-realisation of export proceeds to the Enforcement Directorate 

(ED) have created “avoidable panic” among even genuine exporters who 

have submitted their documents to the banks, according to an apex exporters’ 

body.

“We have received several complaints from our members about the banks 

not issuing documents about the remittance receipts even after submission of 

all the required papers,” Ravi Sehgal, chairman of EEPC India (Engineering 

Exports Promotion Council of India) said in a statement .

“Thus, exporters are facing a double whammy — losing refunds like drawbacks 

and the possibility of ED action.”

Mr. Sehgal added that while the EEPC India has been regularly advising its 

members to reconcile their remittances records, several banks are not issuing 

the clearances, especially when it came to shipments to countries such as 

Syria, Iran, and Sudan.

Global headwinds

“At a time, when exports are facing global headwinds like slowdown in the U.S. 

economy, uncertainty of Brexit and the trade war between the U.S. and China, 

the RBI and the government should be dealing with issues like remittances in 

a friendly manner,” Mr. Sehgal said.

He said that India’s overall merchandise exports remained static, logging less 

than 1% growth in November this year.

“The last thing our exporters want is the procedural hassle and any enforcement 

action,” he added.

SEBI eyes NASDAQ model for platform
The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) is trying to create a 
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platform like Nasdaq for technology start-up firms in India by tweaking the 

norms for the Institutional Trading Platform (ITP), which now — apart from a 

new name — boasts of a framework largely based on the feedback received 

from industry participants, including early stage companies and investors in 

the start-up community.

Last week, the SEBI board approved a host of amendments in the old rules, 

including lowering the number of investors in a public issue and the minimum 

application size while removing the 25% cap on holding.

The watchdog has decided that the start-up platform, which will now be 

known as Innovators Growth Platform (IGP), will also act as the main board 

for such firms thereby creating a separate and dedicated platform for sectors 

like technology, intellectual property, data analytics, biotech or nanotech.

This is on the lines of the Nasdaq in the U.S., which boasts of technology and 

new-age firms such as Google, Netflix, Alibaba, Microsoft, Apple, Amazon 

and Facebook. The older New York Stock Exchange has companies like 

Berkshire Hathaway, Johnson & Johnson and ExxonMobil listed on it.

“Stakeholder consultation revealed that start-up dynamics are significantly 

different and a need was felt for a dedicated marketplace for technology driven 

start-ups on the lines of Nasdaq,” said MahavirLunawat, MD, Pantomath 

Capital Advisors, the largest investment banking entity in the SME segment.

Attracting investors

Some of the changes that SEBI has mandated for the segment include 

lowering the lot size from the earlier Rs. 10 lakh to Rs. 2 lakh and including 

qualified institutional buyers and Category III foreign portfolio investors in the 

list of eligible entities holding pre-issue capital.

The regulator has also done away with the 25% cap on post-issue holding 

by any person individually or collectively with persons acting in concert while 

lowering the minimum number of allottees from 200 to 50.

“It (IGP) can provide much-needed liquidity to investors of these risky assets 
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and therefore will attract newer investors,” said Manish Kumar, co-founder, 

GREX and RealX.

“The only reservation I have is the regulator may have brought the minimum 

investment threshold a bit too low. Therefore, we need to [watch out] for 

possible market manipulations. Should investors lose money in this asset 

class too early or too much ... it may shake the belief in these companies.”

RBI scales up liquidity infusion
The Reserve Bank  said it had decided to scale up the amount of liquidity 

infusion by Rs. 10,000 crore to Rs. 50,000 crore this month, after a review of 

the evolving liquidity conditions.

The central bank had earlier announced to infuse liquidity amounting to Rs. 

40,000 crore through the purchase of government securities under Open 

Market Operations (OMOs) during December.

“On a review of the evolving liquidity conditions, it has been decided to 

scale up the amounts to be purchased in the remaining two OMO auctions 

scheduled in December 2018 to Rs. 150 billion each,” the Reserve Bank said 

in a release.

Packaging of foodgrain in jute bags made mandatory
The Centre has mandated the packaging of 100% of foodgrain and 20% of 

sugar in jute bags for 2018-19 but has also left the window open for the 

dilution of the order. This includes a stipulation on placing 10% of the orders 

through reverse auction on the government e-marketplace.

The order follows the Jute Packaging Materials (Compulsory Use in Packing 

Commodities) Act (JPM), which was enacted in 1987 to protect the jute sector 

from the plastic packaging segment.

While West Bengal and Andhra Pradesh are the two largest jute goods 
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producers, Punjab is the largest procuring State. It plans to initiate the 

procurement on a trial basis for 10% of the indents.

Gunny bags now account for about 63% of raw jute consumption, according 

to official statistics. The sector employs about 3.7 lakh mill workers directly 

besides supporting several lakh farmer families. Since 1987, the JPM Act has 

been mandating compulsory use of sacks in certain areas to bring buoyancy 

to the raw jute market.

Seepage issue

While initially there was reservation for sugar, cement, fertiliser and foodgrain 

packaging over time, certain sectors have been taken out of the ambit for 

various reasons, including market demand for alternative packaging as there 

was seepage of materials through gunny sacks.

Centre seeks Rs. 41,000 crore more to recapitalise banks
The government  moved a proposal in Parliament for an additional Rs. 41,000 

crore to recapitalise public sector banks, over and above the already budgeted 

Rs. 65,000 crore, Finance Minister ArunJaitley told a press conference.

If approved by the House, this would take the total recapitalisation package 

for the current financial year to Rs. 1,06,000 crore, of which the government 

plans to utilise Rs. 83,000 crore over the remaining portion of the year.

The government also said the recognition of loans that are non-performing 

assets (NPAs) was nearly complete and the recovery process was progressing 

strongly, with Rs. 60,726 crore recovered in the first half of this financial 

year.

“At the beginning of this year, a total amount of Rs. 65,000 crore was still 

remaining to be used,” Mr. Jaitley said. “As of today, of that Rs. 65,000 crore, 

Rs. 42,000 crore is still remaining. And therefore, with this additional Rs. 

41,000 crore, this year’s recapitalisation will be Rs. 1,06,000 crore.”
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GST rate may be cut on some items
While the GST Council is expected to cut tax rates on some commodities, 

most notably cement, during Saturday’s meeting, tax analysts do not expect 

a large number of rate cuts to take place. They do, however, expect greater 

clarity to do with the GST annual return form, around which there has been 

a lot of confusion.

“A rate cut could be on the cards because of some political compulsions,” 

Archit Gupta, founder and CEO, CleartaxtoldThe Hindu. “One thing that is 

expected is a cut in the rate on cement, and something for regular housing 

such as under-construction properties.”

However, there are not likely to be a large number of rate cuts.

“Only about 34-35 items are in the 28% slab, and most [of them] are sin or 

luxury goods,” Mr. Gupta said. “So, it may not be an across-the-board cut, 

but there could be cuts for specific sectors.”

Levy on cement

The issue of tax rates on cement has been in the works for a while as it is 

expected to boost the infrastructure sector. Now, with the NITI Aayog vision 

document planning for a $4 trillion economy by 2022-23, demands for a boost 

to infrastructure through tax relief have regained steam.

“The cement industry has constantly been asking the government to look 

favourably at the development of infrastructure, and within that, at cement,” 

Mahendra Singhi, MD and CEO, Dalmia Cement (Bharat), said. “So, there 

has been a demand to reduce the GST rate from 28% to 18% or less. The 

government may look at this favourably since it ties in well into the vision of 

a $4 trillion economy by 2022.”

Another area that may see a rate cut could be the financial inclusion sector, 

according to industry bodies.

“The intent of the government should translate into action,” Anand Kumar 
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Bajaj, chair of the communication committee of the Business Correspondent 

Federation of India (BCFI), said. “The PMO has told BCFI that they will 

make the GST nil for all the financial inclusion services across India. We 

are expecting that to be take up during the upcoming meeting. The rate is 

currently 18% but the impact is actually 27%.”

Tax analysts also say that the government was likely to provide more clarity 

about any changes it might be making to the annual return form — GSTR 9. 

The deadline for filing the duly filled up form has been shifted from December 

31, 2018 to March 31, 2019 because the form had not been made available 

to filers in time.

Indices lose nearly 2% on global cues
Weak global cues amid concerns of a global slowdown led to the Indian 

benchmark indices shedding nearly 2%  with heavyweights from the auto, 

financials and information technology sectors losing heavy ground.

The 30-share Sensex lost 689.60 points, or 1.89%, to close at 35,742.07.

Stocks such as Wipro, Maruti Suzuki India, Infosys and TCS lost more than 

3% each as 28 Sensex constituents ended in the red.

1,700 stocks decline

The broader market saw more than 1,700 stocks declining as against only 

863 gainers. Further, as many as 156 stocks touched their lower circuit on 

BSE.

The broader Nifty settled the day at 10,754, down 197.70 points, or 1.81%. 

Elsewhere in Asia, Nikkei lost nearly 230 points while the overnight Dow 

Jones was down more than 460 points or nearly 2%.

Market participants are of the view that fears of a potential shutdown of the 

U.S. government amidst rising tension between the U.S. and China and 

interest rate hikes in the U.S. are making investors jittery across economies. 
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“Snapping a seven-day rally and reacting to Fed rate hike, domestic markets 

declined following global cues,” Viral Berawala, Chief Investment Officer, 

Essel Mutual Fund, said.

“Selling pressure was seen across the board but metal stocks exhibited major 

weakness on the news of removal of sanctions on major aluminium producer 

Rusal by the U.S. government,” he added.

Rupee down after 4 days

The weakness in equities slipped over to currency markets as the rupee 

weakened after four days of strengthening.

The rupee dropped 48 paisa to end the day at 70.18 a dollar. Month-end 

dollar demand from importers, mainly from oil companies, also weighed on 

the domestic currency.

ICICI Bank, in its outlook for global markets, said that the Indian currency was 

likely to strengthen towards 69.

“Over financial year 2020 we expect it to trade around 69-72 against the 

dollar. We expect the RBI to step in to stem in sharp appreciation pressures 

in the currency in the event of a strong improvement in risk sentiment,” said 

B. Prasanna – head, Global Markets Group, ICICI Bank.

High fares slow air traffic growth to 4-year low
Higher airfares stalled the growth in domestic aviation traffic in November to 

a four-year low of 11.03%, according to DGCA data.

The domestic aviation market has seen the fastest growth globally and 

registered double digit growth in the past 51 months since September 2014.

Calendar years 2015, 2016 and 2017 have seen an average growth of 20.43%, 

23% and 17.3% respectively.

The growth rates tumbled by more than 2% since October, which witnessed 

13.3% growth.
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Domestic airlines ferried 1.16 crore passengers last month, up from 1.04 

crore in November 2017.

“The import duty of 5% on jet fuel led to an increase in airfares and hit demand 

from passengers.

“The government’s decision in September has had a catastrophic impact and 

was ill-timed as the industry was already grappling with an increase in oil 

prices and the tumbling rupee,” said Mark Martin, founder and CEO, Martin 

Consulting.

Capacity rationalisation

CAPA’s Kapil Kaul, too, attributed the drop in growth rate to an in increase in 

airfares as well as capacity rationalisation by Jet Airways.

The cash-strapped airline had cancelled flights to several of its destinations 

and reduced frequency and capacity on several of the routes in continued to 

operate. Despite the challenges in the industry, IndiGo cornered 43% of the 

market share.

It was followed by Jet Airways (12.8%), SpiceJet (12.5%), Air India (12.2%) 

and GoAir (8.8%).

On-time performance

GoAir topped the rankings in terms of on-time performance or punctuality 

of flights with 87% of its flights departing on time. It was followed by Vistara 

(86.0%), IndiGo (79.2%), SpiceJet (78.3%), Jet Airways (76.6%) and Air India 

at the bottom (64.0%).

As far as seat occupancy or passenger load factor on various airlines was 

concerned, SpiceJet retained its top spot with 91.1% of its aircraft seat 

inventory being sold.

SpiceJet was followed by GoAir (87.6%), AirAsia (86.5%), IndiGo (84.9%), 

Jet Airways (82.1%) and Air India (78.6%), data showed.
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Will RBI’s monetary policy committee spring a surprise this 
time?
Conjecturing RBI’s monetary policy action is always interesting for two reasons. 

First, while we target consumer price index (CPI) of 4%, inflation has always 

been within this range, yet the decisions taken have been different. Second, 

the decision is taken by the monetary policy committee (MPC), which has 

three economists and three economists-cum-practitioners. Therefore, the 

consensus will always be open to speculation.

Four questions come up every time the MPC meets. First, will the repo rate 

be changed? The policy document is all-encompassing and always talks 

of the global and domestic situation, besides providing the latest data on 

economic variables. The CPI per se is below 4% and not a concern. The 

threats of inflation in terms of oil price and harvest-cum-MSP have receded. 

Food inflation is on the decline, but core inflation remains sticky at 6%-plus. 

Therefore, a repo hike is out of the question. A cut is also not on because 

the threat to inflation exists, given that the Organization of the Petroleum 

Exporting Countries (Opec) meets subsequently to decide on output cuts. 

Commodity prices could also increase, and thereby may have a potential 

impact on inflation.

Second, what will be the stance? It has normally been “accommodative” or 

“neutral”. But last time, the lexicon expanded to include “calibrated tightening”. 

However, since the last policy, all naysayers were checkmated as oil prices 

rolled back, and inflation came down. Therefore, there can be a return to 

“neutral”, which is a mid-way path.

Third, will the cash reserve ratio (CRR) be cut? This has rarely been an issue 

with the policy, given that the CRR has remained unchanged since 2013. But 

in the last few months there has been a liquidity challenge for the system, 

which has been weakly denied at times. However, the fact that open market 
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operations (OMOs) have been used regularly means that the preference has 

been for periodic infusion of funds. The situation still seems to be tenuous 

given that credit growth has been faster than deposits.

There is a strong case for cutting CRR, which can infuse “permanent” liquidity, 

as against OMOs which provide “durable” and repo “temporary”, liquidity. A 

CRR cut would have been a no-brainer under normal circumstances. But 

given the OMO announcements in December, following those in October and 

November, there is a 50% chance of a CRR cut of 50 basis points, which can 

release ₹65,000 crore in the system and ease liquidity and GSec yields.

Fourth, will there be changes in GDP and inflation forecasts for the year? 

The latest GDP growth number for Q2 of 7.1% is still lower than what was 

expected; and attaining the 7.4% spoken of by the RBI would mean sustained 

growth rates of 7.4-7.5% over the next two quarters. This looks doable. 

Therefore, there would be no change in the GDP forecast for the time being, 

as consumption and investment trends look steady.

Inflation forecast will, however, be still something to watch out for, though the 

range of 3.9-4.5% looks inclusive of all options, including oil price revision.

If at all there is a revision, it would be in the downward direction, as risks to 

the upside looks limited, given the favourable base effect for the next couple 

of months, and price developments.

There is some speculation on two issues, which grabbed headlines in the 

last month or so. The one relating to ideological issues with the government 

will definitely not find a mention. The other relating to NBFCs and liquidity 

issues will also be skipped, as the relevant measures have already been 

announced over the last couple of months in a calibrated manner. Therefore, 

the statement on development and regulatory policies will concentrate on 

other issues.

In short, a CRR cut could be the surprise element this time.
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GST cut on 17 items and 6 services
Four items, mainly to do with cork, saw their tax rates cut from 18% to 12% 

and 5%. Another four items saw rates cut from from 12%, and two from 5%.

Mr Jaitley said a Group of Ministers, in consultation with the National Institute 

of Public Finance and Policy (NIPFP), will study the revenue data from the 

available portions of the first two years of GST and submit its analysis to the 

Council. The revenue impact of Saturday’s rate cuts over the full fiscal year 

would be Rs. 5,500 crore, he added.

He added that the items that remained in the 28% tax bracket were of three 

categories: luxury and sin goods, which, he said, the Council was unlikely 

to change; items used by the more affluent sections of society, which could 

wait, and only one item of common use, cement, which will be looked at again 

once there is greater confidence in the revenue position.

Services supplied by banks to Basic Savings Bank Deposit account holders 

under the Jan DhanYojana will not attract GST. Air travel of pilgrims by non-

scheduled/charter operations being facilitated by the government under 

bilateral arrangements will attract a lower GST rate of 5 per cent.

The Council has decided that 5% would be levied on renewable energy 

devices and parts for their manufacture.

“The selections of items where rate reductions have been announced appear 

to be influenced by the desire to minimise revenue dips,” M.S. Mani, Partner 

at Deloitte India said. “It also indicates that the process of rate rationalisation 

would continue where necessary in the GST stabilisation phase. With this 

round of rate reductions, the GST rates on virtually every product are lower 

or equal to the indirect tax impact prior to GST.”

The Council also decided to refer several key items to the relevant committees 

so that their recommendations could be presented at the next meeting in 

January.
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These issues included extending the Composition Scheme to small service 

providers, from its current applicability for only traders and manufacturers, 

looking into the tax rate on lotteries and on residential properties, and also 

reviewing the threshold limit of exemption from GST.

Single appellate panel

The GST Council took another decision aimed at putting to rest a large part 

of the confusion surrounding the applicability of the tax. At the moment, each 

State has an Advance Ruling Authority (ARAs) that can issue a ruling on any 

issue pertaining to GST rates and their applicability. Often, different ARAs 

delivers conflicting judgements.

The GST Council has decided to create a Centralised ARA that will provide 

a ruling in such cases.

“The in-principle approval of the GST Council on formation of a Centralized 

Appellate Authority for Advance Ruling in cases of conflicting decisions by 

two or more State Appellate Advance Ruling Authorities is quite a welcome 

one for most industries,” Abhishek Jain, Tax Partner at EY India said.

“The Centralized Appellate Authority would aid in resolving the worries of 

taxpayers present pan-India in cases of varied rulings in different states,” he 

added.

The Council also decided to extend the due date for the filing of the GST 

annual returns to June 30, 2019.

Sikkim’s highest forest zone could get denser
The cold climes on high-altitude mountain tops make it usually difficult for 

trees to grow above the timberline (the last canopy forests on the mountains). 

Though global warming is changing this in many of the world’s high mountains 

and causing timberlines to move upward, the eastern Himalaya may be 

an exception, find scientists. The zone of uppermost canopy forests here 
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are unlikely to shift upwards but will get denser, suggests a study in PLOS 

ONE.

Timberlines, the uppermost limit of canopy forests that gradually gives way 

to the treeline (beyond which trees do not grow) are limited by climate: 

factors including low temperatures and high winds on mountain tops prevent 

woody tree growth higher up. Timberlines, therefore, serve as indicators 

of climate change. To find out if a similar pattern exists in the eastern 

Himalaya, scientists from institutes including Sikkim’s G. B. Pant National 

Institute of Himalayan Environment and Sustainable Development studied 

the composition and regeneration of woody trees in the timberline ecotone 

(transition zone) between the timberline and treeline, of Khangchendzonga 

National Park.

Across nine contiguous sites in the Park, the team studied tree composition 

in this ecotone which lay between 3,787 and 3,989 metres above sea 

level. Among the 20 woody tree species they recorded here, the Bhutan fir 

Abiesdensa, the woolly rhododendron Rhododendronlanatum and the small-

leaf rowan Sorbusmicrophylla dominated the vegetation. Environmental 

factors such as elevation slope and humus played a role in this species 

composition. The density of trees in the timberline ecotone was significantly 

higher than that of its western Himalayan counterparts.

To study regeneration of the dominant timberline species in the ecotone, the 

researchers recorded seedlings, saplings and trees in this zone. Bhutan fir 

seedlings regenerated well here and elevation (along with humus and slope) 

played a role in this regeneration too. The zone contained high numbers 

of seedlings and saplings. According to the authors, this indicates that the 

ecotone could become denser in the near future. However, there were no 

tree seedlings or saplings beyond the treeline.

“This suggests that though the timberline is unlikely to shift, it could get 
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denser in the near future,” said lead author of the study, Dr. Hemant Badola, 

currently advisor to Sikkim Chief Minister’s Office. It would be crucial to 

study the timberlines in more detail to understand how these sensitive areas 

respond to climate change, he added.

A step closer to detecting krait venom
Researchers have found a DNA aptamer (a small, single-stranded DNA 

molecule that binds to a specific target molecule) originally developed against 

alpha toxin of Bungarusmulticinctus krait snake can be used for reliable 

detection of another krait snake species — Bungaruscaeruleus.

B. multicinctus snake is found in China and Taiwan while B. caeruleus snake 

is found in the Indian subcontinent. Of five krait species found in India, B. 

caeruleus is the most common one. There are about 50,000 deaths a year in 

India due to snakebites.

While the researchers who developed the aptamer for B. multicinctus tested 

it on purified alpha toxin, researchers from Translational Health Science and 

Technology Institute (THSTI), Faridabad , AIIMS, Delhi, and IIT Indore used a 

shorter (truncated) version of the aptamer and tested it on crude venom (which 

contains several proteins and enzymes besides toxin). Aside from being able 

to diagnose the toxin contained in B. caeruleus venom, the truncated aptamer 

showed greater affinity and binding to the toxin, high specificity, and ability to 

detect the toxin even when very little of the venom was present. The results 

were published in the journal Scientific Reports.

Current approach

The current diagnostic approach is to use symptoms associated with snake 

bites and blood coagulation tests, both of which have shortcomings. Even 

the antibody-based immunoassays have certain challenges. In the absence 

of an accurate diagnostic test for snakebites, the current approach is to use 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    
Economy

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

large quantity of antivenom that is effective against cobra, krait, Russell’s 

viper and saw-scaled viper venom. But the use of polyvalent antivenom has 

an inherent problem — many patients suffer from mild to severe adverse 

reactions.

Developing tests that can accurately diagnose the toxin of a snake species 

will facilitate the use of monovalent antivenom for treatment, thus reducing 

the possibility of adverse reactions.

The research team led by Dr.Tarun Kumar Sharma from THSTI first compared 

the protein sequence of the alpha toxin present in B. multicinctus venom with 

other krait snake species. There was close similarity between the protein 

sequences of B. multicinctus and B. caeruleus toxins.

Based on the aptamer sequence, the researchers predicted the structure 

of the aptamer using online tools. The structure information was used for 

making two truncated versions of the original aptamer. “Tests confirmed that 

the structure and specificity of the aptamer remained intact after truncation,” 

says Prof. Amit Kumar from the Discipline of Biosciences and Biomedical 

Engineering at IIT Indore and a co-author of the paper.

The ability of the aptamer to bind to the toxin present in the crude venom 

was next tested. While one truncated aptamer showed less binding to the 

toxin, the other with 26 nucleotides showed better binding than even the 

parent aptamer (with 40 nucleotides).

“The truncation improved the specific interaction between the aptamer and the 

target by about six-fold and this led to better binding,” says AbhijeetDhiman 

from AIIMS and one of the first authors of the paper.

“We were able to identify the minimum sequences that were responsible for 

aptamer binding. Reducing the size of the aptamer used will help in reducing 

the cost of the diagnostic assay,” says Dr. Sharma.

The sensitivity of the truncated aptamer also increased. “The original 
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aptamer could detect the venom only when 8 nanogram was available but 

the truncated version could detect the toxin when 2 nanogram of the venom 

was present,” says Anjali Anand from THSTI and the other first author of the 

paper.

Variability

Snakes of the same species from different places have inherent variability in 

venom. So after testing the binding ability of the aptamer to B. caeruleus krait 

from West Bengal, the researchers tested it on venom from Maharashtra and 

Uttar Pradesh. “Even with geographical variation in the venom, the binding of 

the aptamer to the alpha toxin was unaffected,” says Dr. Sharma.

“This is a proof-of-concept study to understand whether aptamers can be 

used for detecting the toxin present in crude venom,” says Dr. Sharma. 

“We have now developed an aptamer with different nucleotide sequences 

for detecting B. caeruleus krait venom. The aptamer we developed shows 

better binding than the existing one.” The team is in the process of testing 

other characteristics of their aptamer.

The researchers are also developing aptamers for detecting the venom 

of other poisonous snakes such as cobra, Russell’s viper and saw-scaled 

vipers.

India needs to open up dredging market: NITI
India needs to open up its dredging market to boost trade by its major ports, 

which currently cannot handle very large vessels in the absence of proper 

draft depth, government think tank NITI Aayog has said.

More competition, mainly from global players, in dredging activities would 

help increase and maintain draft depth at ports and attract large vessels, 

enabling them to become hub ports, the Aayog pointed out.

At present, the Dredging Corporation of India and a limited set of private 
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vendors serve the Indian dredging market, limiting competition. “The 

government needs to open up the dredging market to attract more players, 

particularly international players, in dredging activities to increase and maintain 

draft depth at ports to attract large vessels and enable them to become hub 

ports,” it said.

Foreign players will be attracted to the market if the government takes 

measures such as consolidating dredging contracts across cohorts of ports 

and withdrawing, at least temporarily, the right to first refusal given to Indian 

vendors, the Aayog said.

‘Action plan made’

To enable major ports to handle large vessels, the government has already 

made an action plan to increase the draft depth of ports.

Most major ports have already achieved a draft depth of 14 metres or more 

except Kolkata Port, where deeper draft has not been feasible.

AbbVie to develop Lupin’s cancer drug
Lupin Ltd announced a partnership with global pharmaceutical giant AbbVie 

for the development and commercialisation of its novel oncology drug to treat 

hematological cancers.

AbbVie has entered into a licensing agreement with Lupin for its MALT1 

(Mucosa-Associated Lymphoid Tissue Lymphoma Translocation Protein 1) 

inhibitor programme and taken the responsibility for further development and 

launch of the drug in the market.

Through this partnership, AbbVie has gained exclusive global rights to develop 

and commercialise Lupin’s MALT1 inhibitors.

Under the terms of the agreement, AbbVie would give Lupin an upfront 

payment of $30 million for an exclusive licence to the programme.

Upon successful completion of regulatory, development and commercial 
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milestones, Lupin is eligible to receive total milestone payments of up to $947 

million.

Double-digit royalty

Additionally, Lupin will be entitled to receive a double-digit royalty on sales of 

the product and retain commercial rights to the programme in India. Nilesh 

Gupta, managing director, Lupin Ltd., said, “This is an unprecedented deal 

and reflects the level of science that has gone into it. Delivering on new drugs 

was a key element of Dr.Deshbandhu Gupta’s [Lupin’s founder] vision. We 

are extremely proud of being able to realise his vision to bring new treatments 

to patients in need.”

Dr. Raj Kamboj, president of Lupin’s Novel Drug Discovery and Development 

(NDDD) stated, “We are delighted with the success of our NDDD programme 

to bring India’s first pharmaceutical innovation in this space.”

“This is a first-in-class drug discovery programme delivered by Lupin right 

from concept generation through the various stages of drug discovery and 

development. We are proud of the conceptualisation, strategic direction 

and impeccable execution done by the team at Lupin that meets the global 

standard of pharmaceutical research,” he said.

Tom Hudson, MD, vice-president, discovery, AbbVie said, “Lupin’s MALT1 

programme is exploring a new and innovative approach in difficult-to-treat 

cancers.”

Lupin’s NDDD team is focused on building a pipeline of highly differentiated 

and innovative new chemical entities in the therapeutic areas of oncology, 

immunology and metabolic disorders. Two more compounds are scheduled 

for clinical trials shortly.

Banks under PCA sitting on cash pile
Commercial banks, under the prompt corrective action (PCA) framework of 
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the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), are sitting on a pile of cash as they don’t 

have too many options to lend, even as the banking system is scrambling for 

liquidity.

The 11 public sector banks under the PCA, enjoying 25% market share 

among commercial banks, are facing restrictions on lending while their deposit 

mobilisation has been healthy.

Liquidity deficit

The average liquidity deficit in the banking system has been about Rs. 1 

lakh crore since October with the shadow banks impacted the most as they 

are finding it difficult to raise funds following the IL&FS crisis. This, in turn, is 

affecting the loan market.

“The daily average cash surplus in my bank is about Rs. 20,000 crore to Rs. 

25,000 crore,” said the chief executive of a public sector bank which is under 

the PCA framework. Though deposit mobilisation had picked up, there were 

restrictions on lending by the bank, the official explained. A senior official from 

another mid-sized public sector bank said the bank’s daily excess cash was 

about Rs. 40,000 crore.

As a result, the bank’s statutory liquidity ratio (SLR) was about 27-28%, much 

higher than the RBI mandated 19.5%. SLR is the minimum amount of liabilities 

that a bank must invest in government securities.

For banks under PCA, the ratio is much higher. “As a result, we have no 

other option but to invest in government bonds,” another senior official from 

a public sector bank said. Investments in government bonds is the most 

risk-free avenue to park funds which, in banking parlance, is known as ‘lazy 

banking.’ While ‘lazy banking’ refers to the risk averse nature of banks, here, 

the situation is slightly different as their hands are tied.

No curbs on deposits

“Banks under PCA are sitting on high liquidity as deposit growth has picked 

up. While there is no restriction on them to get deposits, they face constraints 
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on lending. So they are investing the resources in government bonds, which 

has resulted in high SLR holding,” said Madan Sabnavis, chief economist, 

CARE Ratings.

According to the latest RBI data, year-on-year deposit growth is 9.7% till the 

week ended December 7 compared with 2.7% a year ago.

“In this context, the government’s decision to provide the banks under PCA 

with additional capital is a good move which will bring them out of the framewok 

gradually so that lending activity can get a boost,” said Mr. Sabnavis. Last 

week, the government had sought Parliament’s approval to provide Rs. 

41,000 crore to PSBs in the current fiscal. The aim is to provide capital to the 

banks under PCA, which will help them come out of restrictions imposed.

BimalJalan to head six-member panel on RBI’s economic 
capital framework
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI), in consultation with the government, has 

set up a six-member committee to review the economic capital framework of 

the central bank.

Former RBI Governor BimalJalan will be the committee’s chairman and 

former Deputy Governor Rakesh Mohan deputy chairman.

The other members are Economic Affairs Secretary Subash Chandra Garg, 

RBI Deputy Governor N.S. Vishwanathan and two board members of the RBI 

— Bharat Doshi and Sudhir Mankad.

Dr.Jalan was the Governor of the RBI between November 1997 and September 

2003.

The committee would submit its report within 90 days from the date of its first 

meeting, the RBI said in a statement .

The terms of reference of the committee would be to review status, need and 

justification of various provisions, reserves and buffers presently provided 
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for by the RBI, keeping in mind ‘public policy mandate of the RBI, including 

financial stability considerations.’

Global best practices

The committee will also review best practices followed by the central banks 

globally in making assessment and provisions for risks, to which central bank 

balance sheets are subjected.

The panel would also suggest an adequate level of risk provisioning that the 

RBI needs to maintain, and to determine whether it is holding provisions, 

reserves and buffers in surplus or deficit of the required level.

The committee would also propose a suitable profit distribution policy taking 

into account all the likely situations of the RBI, including holding more 

provisions than required and the RBI holding less provisions than required, 

the statement said.

After the government started pushing the central bank to review its economic 

capital framework, the RBI board, at its meeting on November 19, decided to 

set up a committee to review the issue.

The economic capital issue was a bone of contention, among other issues, 

between the central bank and the Finance Ministry.

Traders welcome new e-commerce rules
A day after the government issued a clarification, tightening the norms for e-

commerce players, the Confederation of All India Traders (CAIT) welcomed 

the decision and demanded that the rules be implemented with retrospective 

effect from April 1, 2018 so as to void the Walmart acquisition of Flipkart.

The government  barred online retailers from selling products of companies 

in which they own a stake. They also barred online retailers from selling 

goods exclusively on their platforms. These rules are to come into effect from 

February 1, 2019.
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“It was under immense pressure that the government decided to frame new 

rules,” Praveen Khandelwal, secretary general, CAIT, told the media. “It was 

a tough, year-long struggle for traders. We met Commerce Minister Suresh 

Prabhu, Finance Minister ArunJaitley and key government officials to convince 

them of the need to ensure a level-playing field.

“Both online and offline traders in the country will now be able to sell their 

goods on e-commerce platforms in a transparent manner,” Mr. Khandelwal 

added. “Some multinational companies, which recently struck deals, should 

also be included in it and it [new norms] should be implemented from April 1, 

2018.”

A senior official in the Commerce Ministry, however, said February 1, 2019 

was set so as to give companies time to comply with the rules. As such, 

implementing them with a retrospective effect would not be possible.

Empowered regulator

Mr. Khandelwal also called for the creation of an empowered regulator for the 

e-commerce sector.

“The decision to create a regulator is still being deliberated upon and if it is 

to be created, it will be done through the new e-commerce policy that we are 

drafting and which should be ready in a few weeks,” the official said.

The official also categorically said that the clarification issued  was not intended 

to target any specific company and that they were aimed at “promoting fair 

and non-discriminatory trade.”

Health of banks set to improve: RBI
Indian banks, especially those in the public sector, that have been reeling 

under stressed assets for the last few years, may have something to cheer 

about in the New Year.

This is because the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), in its annual ‘Trends and 
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Progress of Banking in 2017-18’ report, pointed out to the revival in credit 

growth in the first half of current financial year, and said, “overall improvement 

in the health of the banks is on the cards.”

In addition, the banking regulator also noted that the stressed assets of banks 

had begun to stabilise, albeit at elevated levels.

“Hearteningly, credit to industry — which constitutes the major share in the 

aggregate — has picked up steam after depressed conditions in the previous 

year,” the report said.

It added that the banks’ capital positions had been buffered and the provision 

coverage ratio had improved to 52.4% by end-September 2018.

Regaining momentum

These developments augur well for the banks and other financial 

intermediaries in the economy as they struggle to regain the momentum lost 

in the preceding six years, it said.

The report noted that the balance sheet expansion of commercial banks 

between 2012-13 and 2017-18 had been slow due to an increase in stressed 

assets but during the first half of the FY19 ‘growth returned to the balance 

sheet bolstered by recovery in loan books.’

RBI also pointed out that recapitalisation of public sector banks for 2018-

19, which was enhanced to Rs. 1,06,000 crore from Rs. 65,000 crore, was 

aimed at meeting regulatory capital requirements.

At the same time, the central bank reiterated its stand that relaxing capital 

requirements was not in the best interests of the economy as current levels 

of provisions maintained by banks may not be enough to cover expected 

losses.

“... There have been calls for reducing the regulatory capital requirement. 

Against the foregoing however, the case for minimum capital requirements 

would need to be carefully assessed — frontloading of regulatory relaxations 
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before the structural reforms fully set in and conclusive evidence on sustained 

improvement in cumulative default rates (CDR) and loss given defaults (LGDs) 

is observed — [and] could be detrimental to the interests of the economy.”

So far as bad loans are concerned, the RBI said while gross NPA ratio of 

public sector banks reached 14.6% in 2017-18, there was a significant decline 

in fresh slippages across bank groups during the first half of 2018-19.

Regarding banks under the prompt corrective action framework, the report 

said those lenders have shown improvement in the share of current and 

savings account deposits and increased recoveries from NPAs, while reducing 

riskiness of assets.

“They have also shown lower growth in gross NPAs, relative to non-PCA 

PSBs,” the report said, adding asset quality and capital position had 

experienced deterioration.

Conflict of interest

Observing that the presence of RBI officials in the boards of public sector 

banks leads to ‘serious conflict of interest,’ the central bank said there is 

a need to bring in legislative changes to do away with the requirement of 

nominating RBI officials as nominee directors on the boards of PSBs.

The central bank also said appropriate regulatory actions were taken against 

some private sector banks on account of certain lapses in their functioning 

and governance.

The RBI said a review of the compensation norms of whole-time directors in 

private sector banks is on the cards.

Tighter ALM norms for NBFCs in offing
The liquidity crisis at the Infrastructure Finance and Leasing Services (IL&FS) 

has prompted the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to tighten the asset-liability 

management (ALM) framework for non-banking finance companies (NBFCs) 
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and bring them on par with the commercial banks.

“The Reserve Bank intends to strengthen the ALM framework for NBFCs on 

lines similar to that for banks and harmonise it across different categories of 

NBFCs,” the banking regulator said in its Trends and Progress of Banking 

report.

NBFC default

Without naming IL&FS, the RBI said the recent experience of debt default 

of a systemically-important NBFC highlighted the vulnerability and need for 

strengthening regulatory vigil on the sector in general and on ALM framework 

in particular. At the same time, the RBI assured that the inherent strength 

of the sector, coupled with the RBI’s ‘continuing vigil on the regulatory and 

supervisory front, would ensure that the growth of the sector is sustained and 

liquidity fears are allayed.’

The RBI has admitted that the ALM instructions for registered core investment 

companies — like IL&FS — are minimal.

The RBI noted that the NBFC sector, with a size of 15% of commercial banks’ 

balance sheets, had been growing robustly in the recent years, and provided 

an alternative source of funding in the face of slowing bank credit.

“The financial performance of NBFCs, including profitability, asset quality and 

capital adequacy, improved during 2017-18 as they weathered the transient 

effects of demonetisation and GST implementation,” the RBI said.

Robust GDP growth to continue: CII
India will continue to be the fastest-growing major economy, with robust 

GDP growth expected to continue through 2019, the Confederation of Indian 

Industry said, based on strong drivers from the services sector, infrastructure 

activity and better demand conditions.

“Better demand conditions, settled GST implementation, capacity expansion 
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resulting from growing investments in infrastructure and continuing positive 

effects of the reform policies undertaken and improved credit offtake 

especially in services sector at 24% will sustain the robust GDP growth in 

the range of 7.5% in 2019,” Chandrajit Banerjee, Director General of CII, 

said in a statement.CII has identified seven key drivers of growth that need 

to be encouraged in 2019, including lowering the number of GST rate slabs, 

bolstering the insolvency and bankruptcy framework, simplifying business 

procedures, and improving agricultural productivity, among others.

“CII had suggested lowering the number of tax slabs to — a standard rate, a 

higher rate for demerit goods and a lower rate for some mass consumption 

items.” “CII also hopes that the Council will also consider extending GST to 

excluded sectors such as fuels, real estate, electricity and alcohol.”

“While the process of resolution has taken shape..., the government should 

consider... additional benches of the National Company Law Tribunal to 

spread geographically... for easier and faster exit of distressed businesses,” 

it added.

Ease of doing business

On Ease of Doing Business, CII said the government should continue to 

place high priority on simplifying business procedures in 2019, especially in 

terms of working with the States for grassroots improvements.

“Going forward, CII suggests that it is important to persuade States to 

implement the Agriculture Produce and Livestock Marketing Model Act, which 

has been implemented in just four States, to strengthen agriculture produce 

marketing,” it said.

The CII also said to spur credit growth and improve liquidity, the RBI 

should look at revisiting lending restrictions of banks placed under Prompt 

Corrective Action, and the opening of a limited Special Liquidity Window to 

meet emergencies of financial institutions.

CII said India can guard against risks of higher oil prices by raising domestic 
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production of oil, providing a special window for oil marketing firms to procure 

oil and stepping up diplomacy with the U.S. to continue to secure purchases 

from Iran.

The return of the native rice variety
R. Yuvasenthilkumar, a post-graduate in organic agriculture, near Modakurichi 

in Tamil Nadu, used to raise paddy varieties such as IR 20 and ADT 38 on his 

two-acre farm till 2012.

Having developed an interest in native varieties — specifically, ones that 

grow without the use of fertilizers — he went on a quest for almost a year 

looking for such paddy varieties. He tried cultivating varieties from the delta 

areas. However, the yield was not satisfactory. Then, he learnt from elders 

in his locality that before the 1970s, they used to grow varieties such as 

TiruchengodeSambha and AyanSambha. However, the seeds for these 

varieties were not available locally.

In 2014, he got 50 gm of seed imported by the Tamil Nadu Agriculture 

University from the International Rice Research Institute, Manila, for each of 

the 33 varieties native to the middle Cauvery basin.

The seeds were tried out and it was decided to go in for TiruchengodeSambha 

and AyanSambha.

In four years, 45 acres belonging to 12 farmers came under the 

TiruchengodeSambha native variety of rice in the Erode-Kodumudi-

Tiruchengode belt. Last year, the variety was grown on 11 acres for commercial 

use. The average yield per acre was 1,700 kg and it was a 135-day crop. “We 

do not use even green manure,” he said. This year, this variety of paddy 

would be raised on 33.8 acres for commercial purposes.

Farmers are able to get viable price for this rice in the market. One of the 

advantages for them is that they do not have to spend on fertilizers or 
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pesticides. The paddy straw, got after the harvest, is almost double the 

quantity compared with the normal varieties, he said.

One more variety

Mr. Yuvasenthilkumar and a group of his friends formed the River Basin 

Foundation in 2014 mainly to promote the native varieties. This year, they 

have sown AyanSambha on one acre on a trial basis.

According to B. Shivakumar, who grows several traditional varieties of 

vegetables on 12 of his 70-acre farm in Sathyamangalam, yield in terms of 

number of vegetables per kg is higher in these varieties.

For instance, one kg of traditional brinjal will have 40 to 45 pieces against 18 

to 20 in a hybrid variety grown with chemicals. “The nutritional value is high 

in these varieties of vegetables and farmers will gain in the medium to long 

term,” he says.
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Modi meets Trump, Putin ahead of G20 summit
Prime Minister Narendra Modi  interacted with U.S. President Donald Trump, 

Russian President Vladimir Putin and British Prime Minister Theresa May 

ahead of the G-20 summit.

The brief exchange of views took place before the first trilateral meeting 

between Mr. Modi, Mr. Trump and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe 

scheduled for later in the day.

Earlier, Mr. Modi held separate bilateral meetings with Chinese President 

Xi Jinping, Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman and UN Secretary 

General Antonio Guterres. Mr. Modi and Mr. Xi discussed joint efforts to 

further enhance mutual trust and friendship. Asserting that the Wuhan meet 

was a milestone in India-China ties, Mr. Modi told Mr. Xi that he was looking 

forward to host him for an informal summit next year.

Mr. Modi assured Mr. Guterres, that India will play its “due and responsible” 

role at the crucial climate change negotiations in Poland next week.

During Mr. Modi’s meeting with Crown Prince Salman, the two leaders 

decided to set up a mechanism to scale up the oil-rich kingdom’s investments 

in energy, infrastructure and defence sectors in India.

Crown Prince Salman said Saudi Arabia will be finalising an initial investment 

in the National Infrastructure Fund.

G20 urged to act on fugitive offenders
India  presented a nine-point agenda before G20 countries, calling for 

“strong and active cooperation” to deal with fugitive economic offenders 

comprehensively.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi presented the agenda in the second session 

of the G20 Summit on international trade, international financial and tax 

systems here.
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“Cooperation in legal processes, such as effective freezing of the proceeds of 

crime, early return of the offenders, and efficient repatriation of the proceeds 

of crime should be enhanced and streamlined,” the agenda read.

India called for joint efforts by G20 countries to form a mechanism that denied 

entry and safe havens to fugitive economic offenders.

UN principles

“Principles of United Nations Convention Against Corruption (UNCAC), United 

Nations Convention Against Transnational Organised Crime (UNOTC), 

especially related to ‘International Cooperation’ should be fully and effectively 

implemented,” it said.

India suggested that the inter-governmental Financial Action Task Force 

(FATF) be called upon to establish international cooperation that led to timely 

and comprehensive exchange of information between the authorities and 

financial intelligence units.

“FATF should be tasked with formulating a standard definition of fugitive 

economic offenders. FATF should also develop a set of commonly agreed 

and standardised procedures related to identification, extradition and judicial 

proceedings for dealing with fugitive economic offenders,” it said.

No local currency trade with India: China
China has not accepted India’s proposal to carry out bilateral trade in local 

currencies, which was aimed at bridging the ballooning trade deficit with the 

neighbour, an official said.

India’s exports to China stood at only $13.4 billion and imports aggregated 

to $76.4 billion in 2017-18, leaving a trade deficit of $63 billion. It was $51.11 

billion in 2016-17.

India had mooted renminbi-rupee trade with China to boost exports and tackle 

the widening trade deficit concern. “They have not accepted the proposal,” 
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the official said.

The issue was discussed in an inter-Ministerial meeting in October. In the 

meeting, it was suggested the Reserve Bank of India and the Department of 

Economic Affairs should look at the possibility of exploring renminbi-rupee 

trade with China.

India has also proposed trade in national currencies with other countries, 

including Russia, Iran and Venezuela with which New Delhi has a trade 

deficit.

“Trade imbalance should not be there with the country with which we want to 

do trade in rupee. It will not help bridge the deficit. The partner country should 

have an opportunity to invest in India to use the rupee,” said BiswajitDhar, 

professor at Jawaharlal Nehru University.

Swaraj to co-chair India-UAE Joint Commission Meeting in 
Abu Dhabi this week
External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj will co-chair the 12th session 

of the India-UAE Joint Commission meeting for Economic and Technical 

Cooperation with her counterpart, Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed Al Nahyan, in 

Abu Dhabi during her official visit to the Gulf country on December 3 and 4. 

Indiam Ambassador Navdeep Singh Suri said the Minister’s visit was a major 

opportunity to continue dialogue at the highest levels.

Nasheed to lead Maldives delegation at climate summit
Former President of the Maldives Mohamed Nasheed, widely regarded as 

a climate champion, will lead Male’s official delegation at the UN climate 

change conference in Poland. President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih nominated 

Mr. Nasheed to head the Maldivian team, according to a statement.

Mr. Nasheed’s participation signals a potential shift in the Maldives’s policy. 
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“At the COP 15 summit in Copenhagen in 2009, the Maldives unilaterally 

announced a commitment to reduce its greenhouse gas emissions by 

100% over 10 years. However, subsequent administrations abandoned this 

progressive stance,” said Mr. Nasheed’s office in a statement.

More recently, some negotiators have raised concerns over the island nation’s 

apparent alignment to its key development partner Saudi Arabia. While Saudi 

Arabia reportedly resisted the adoption of a key UN report on limiting global 

warming to 1.5° C, it “backed down in the last minute”, AFP reported last 

month.

Zero-carbon growth

Mr. Nasheed said he looked forward to the Maldives becoming “a leader 

in zero-carbon development”, driven by alternatives such as solar power. 

“While reducing emissions are important, for so many of small states and 

low-lying countries, adaptation is now immediate. This adaptation must be 

biological and soft; it must be economically and financially viable,” he told The 

Hindu over telephone.

Before entering active politics, Mr. Nasheed made global headlines as a 

campaigner on climate change. While in office, he famously held the world’s 

first underwater Cabinet meeting in October 2009, to raise awareness and 

urge all countries to cut down their carbon emissions.

Delegates representing nearly 200 countries are taking part in COP24, or the 

Katowice Climate Change Conference, that began earlier this week as the 

UN’s follow-up to the 2015 Paris Climate Agreement.

‘Russian offered Trump team cooperation’
U.S. prosecutors have revealed that a Russian offered cooperation to Donald 

Trump’s campaign as early as 2015, declaring that the President’s ex-lawyer 

Michael Cohen had provided “relevant” and “substantial” help to the Russia 
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investigation.

In a separate case, federal prosecutors  demanded “substantial” jail time of 

between 51 and 63 months — four to five years — for Mr. Cohen for bank 

fraud and campaign finance violations to which he plead guilty in August.

U.S. Attorney Robert Khuzami accused the 52-year-old, who once vowed to 

take a bullet for the President, of being motivated by “personal greed” and of 

“repeatedly” using his power and influence for “deceptive ends”.

“Totally clears the President. Thank you!” Mr. Trump tweeted cryptically as 

television networks were consumed by the Cohen documents — which the 

White House dismissed as revealing “nothing of value”.

The campaign finance violations to which Mr. Cohen pleaded guilty — 

unrelated to the Russia investigation — concerned hush payments he made 

on Mr. Trump’s behalf to alleged former lovers of the President, including 

porn star Stormy Daniels.

Direct link

In the 40-page document, Mr. Khuzami drew a direct link between Mr. Cohen’s 

illegal behaviour and Mr. Trump. “In particular and as Cohen himself has now 

admitted, with respect to both payments, he acted in coordination with and at 

the direction of Individual-1,” the document reads, referring to Mr. Trump.

Robert Mueller, the Special Counsel heading the probe into alleged Russian 

meddling in the 2016 vote, followed up with a separate filing, saying that 

Mr. Cohen had made “substantial and significant efforts to remediate his 

misconduct, accept responsibility for his actions, and assist” the special 

investigation. He had provided information about contacts with Russian 

interests during the campaign, attempts by Russians to reach the campaign 

and about contacts with “persons connected to the White House” in 2017-18, 

the filing added. Around November 2015, some five months after Mr. Trump 

launched his bid for the presidency and well before previously reported 

contacts, Mr. Cohen spoke to a purported “trusted person” in the Russian 
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Federation, who offered the campaign “political synergy” and “synergy on a 

government level”.

‘Phenomenal impact’

Mr. Cohen said the unidentified person “repeatedly proposed” a meeting 

between Mr. Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin, claiming it could 

have a “phenomenal” impact “not only in political but in a business dimension 

as well.” Mr. Cohen, however, did not follow up on this invitation,” the filing 

added. Mr. Cohen last week pleaded guilty to lying to Congress in connection 

with a Moscow real estate deal, which was being pursued as late as one month 

before Mr. Trump officially became the Republican nominee for president.

Due to his help, Mr. Mueller declined to recommend additional jail time for Mr. 

Cohen for lying to Congress.

‘West hurts own values in Gulf crisis’
Western nations jeopardised their own values during the ongoing crisis in the 

Gulf region, Qatar’s Foreign Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Abdulrahman 

Al-Thani said. He was speaking at the 18th edition of the Doha Forum, a 

dialogue platform attended by leading global players.

To a question whether Western nations had been helpful after Saudi Arabia 

and its allies imposed a blockade on Qatar last year, Mr. al-Thani said Qatar 

had not seen much movement from the West during the crisis. “We are still 

relying on our region,” he said, reflecting a sense of disappointment with 

the West on how it had dealt with the crisis. Appreciating the role played by 

the Emir of Kuwait, he hoped that engagement with the region would repair 

relations.

Regional alliance

Contending that the interests of the U.S. and the West were tied to key Gulf 

Cooperation Council (GCC) countries, the Foreign Minister agreed that the 
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regional alliance would have to be redesigned. The GCC currently did not 

have any mechanism to deal with regional conflicts, he added.

Somalia’s Prime Minister Hassan Ali Khaire said that the narrative around his 

country had to be changed now that there was a government sensitive to the 

needs of the people.

“We are the link between the Red Sea and the Indian Ocean,” he said.

Terrorism, he argued, could not be defeated by military means alone, but 

needed investment and an end to corruption. “Our number one priority is 

that the perception about Somalia must change. The world has to see what 

Somalia can be, not what it was or is currently.”

Speaking at the same panel, Romanian Foreign Minister TeodorMeleșcanu 

said the army was not the “only argument” in international relations and the 

EU planned an event with GCC countries to resolve the crisis in the region. 

Romania takes up the rotating presidency of the EU shortly.

The PM in an economic labyrinth
In a particularly trying moment of an interview on BBC’s Hard Talk last week, 

Pakistan’s Finance Minister Asad Umar seemed to lose his temper when 

asked about the U.S.’s statements on curbing the International Monetary 

Fund (IMF)’s loans, given Pakistan’s debt to China.

“We will worry about our debt problem, let Mr. [Mike] Pompeo worry about his 

debt problem with China,” Mr. Umar snapped at a reference to the Secretary 

of State’s comments that no bailout dollars from the IMF should be used to 

service Pakistan’s debt to China.

The U.S.’s pressure on Pakistan, including suspending about $3 billion in 

aid, is only one of several external factors that have bruised the country’s 

economy. In the past year, Pakistan’s growth has slowed, and is expected 

to slow further to 4.6% next year. The current account deficit remains a 
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major concern and the Pakistani Rupee has lost about 32% of its value since 

January.

Faced with an all-round bleak outlook, Pakistan’s establishments, both 

civilian and military, appear to be exploring all their options. The outreach to 

India with the Kartarpur corridor initiative and the push to revive the SAARC 

summit invitation to Prime Minister Narendra Modi, for example, were driven 

as much by a desire to look conciliatory as by the economic challenges.

Speaking to Indian journalists at the Foreign Office in Islamabad, Foreign 

Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi himself laid the challenges out. “Let me 

point out why there’s support for the entire [engagement process with India]: 

because we have come on a mandate to fix the economy. We have inherited 

a difficult economic situation where the fiscal deficit is close to 6.6%, the 

trade deficit was historic and growth rate is abysmal. So the challenge... is 

the economy.”

Apart from the IMF, Pakistan’s outreach for a bailout has extended to several 

sources. With Saudi Arabia, two visits by Prime Minister Imran Khan yielded 

a $6 billion package of assistance. Two visits to the UAE and one to Malaysia 

have been made with the same hope. The Asian Development Bank has 

reportedly agreed to give Pakistan $7.5 billion in loans for the next three 

years.

Aid from China

Ally-at-large China hasn’t yet committed any assistance to Pakistan as was 

expected during Mr. Khan’s visit in November, but may do so once the IMF 

makes its announcement, expected sometime in January 2019. Mr. Khan has 

asked all non-resident Pakistanis to contribute $1,000 to dam infrastructure 

projects, and all five-star hotels in the country now keep a ‘piggy bank’ for 

donations to the effort.

In the interim, it is necessary for Pakistan to keep its house in order, at least 

for appearances. After dithering for a while over the Asia Bibi case, the 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    International

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

government moved to arrest extremist leader Khadim Rizvi, who had called 

for her killing. Terrorist chiefs like Masood Azhar and Hafiz Saeed are being 

kept, for most part, out of the public eye, and Mr. Khan told Indian journalists 

that there was a “clampdown” in place.

And this month, Pakistan’s assurances to the U.S. envoy on Afghanistan-

Taliban talks, ZalmayKhalilzad, even merited a friendly letter from President 

Donald Trump, seeking further cooperation on the issue.

Meanwhile, the Pakistan Army got to work on the media. “Today, we are 

at a watershed of history from where the situation can be turned towards 

betterment,” military spokesperson Asif Ghafoor reportedly told media 

owners and journalists earlier this month, urging them to “paint Pakistan in a 

positive light for the next six months”, in particular.

U.S. turned blind eye to Pak.’s nuke programme in 1970s: 
documents
The U.S. acceded to Pakistan’s demand to overlook its secretive nuclear 

weapons programme following the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan in the late 

1970s after Chinese leader Deng Xiaoping convinced Washington to support 

Islamabad for “stability” in South Asia, according to latest declassified State 

Department documents.

The documents reveal that the then Pakistani dictator General Zia-ulHaq 

and Chinese Vice-Premier Deng Xiaoping were successful in extracting this 

price from the U.S. in lieu of Islamabad’s support to America against the 

Soviet invasion of Afghanistan.

In addition to the U.S. turning a blind eye to Pakistan’s nuclear weapons 

programme, Deng also convinced the U.S. to start giving more military and 

financial aid to Pakistan, according to the U.S. Foreign Relations 1977-1980 

volume on Afghanistan.
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‘Pro-Soviet India’

The voluminous document indicates that both Zia and Deng successfully 

convinced the then Jimmy Carter administration that India under Prime 

Minister Indira Gandhi would be pro-Soviet.

“There are limits on our ability to aid Pakistan because of their nuclear 

explosive programme. Although we still object to their doing so, we will now 

set that aside for the time being, to facilitate strengthening Pakistan against 

potential Soviet action,” the then Defence Secretary Harold Brown said in a 

January 8, 1980 meeting with Deng.

The Chinese leader applauded the U.S. decision.

“That is a very good approach. Pakistan has its own reasons for developing 

a nuclear programme. We ourselves oppose the Pakistan effort on nuclear 

weapons because we believe it is meaningless to spend money on such a 

programme,” he said.

“Pakistan has its own arguments, i.e. India has exploded a nuclear device but 

the world has not seemed to complain about this.

“So now you have decided to put this aside and solve the question of military 

and economic aid to Pakistan. We applaud this decision,” said Deng, who 

later emerged as China’s top leader.

He also convinced the U.S. to not equate India and Pakistan when it comes 

to giving aid.

India to host newly elected Bhutan PM
India will host the newly elected Prime Minister of Bhutan from December 27-

29, the Ministry of External Affairs said .

A press release issued by the Ministry said that the visit by Dr.LotayTshering, 

50, will take place to mark the golden jubilee of the diplomatic relations 

between Delhi and Thimphu.
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“The upcoming visit of PM Tshering will provide an opportunity to the two sides 

to review the progress in our multifaceted partnership and to discuss ways 

and means to expand the enduring ties of friendship and cooperation,” an 

MEA press release stated, announcing the visit of the PM who was sworn to 

office on November 7.

Dr.Tshering’s visit is expected to further firm up India-Bhutan ties as it is likely 

to witness sealing of important power projects to be implemented by both 

sides. Bhutan’s Foreign Minister TandiDorji during his visit earlier this month 

told The Hindu that Thimphu will continue to have special ties with India and 

avoid establishing diplomatic ties with any of the permanent members of the 

UN Security Council.

“PM Tshering has said he would like to take India-Bhutan friendship to greater 

heights. His visit to India towards the end of the month will be his first call 

abroad, and we will hope to finalise India’s assistance for the 12th Five-Year 

Plan,” Mr. Dorji had toldTheHinduduring his visit.

Dr.Tshering will be accompanied by his senior ministerial colleagues during 

the trip.

Order signed for U.S. withdrawal from Syria
The U.S. military has confirmed that the order to withdraw U.S. troops from 

Syria had been signed, after President Donald Trump held talks with his Turkish 

counterpart to negotiate a pull-out that has stunned Washington’s allies.

Mr. Trump announced  that the roughly 2,000 U.S. troops would leave civil 

war-racked Syria, where they have been deployed to assist in a multinational 

fight against the Islamic State (IS) jihadist group.

“The executive order for Syria has been signed,” a U.S. military spokesperson 

said  in response to a query, without providing further details.

Turkey lauds decision
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Turkey was a rare ally that lauded Mr. Trump’s decision on Syria, a country 

where it will now have a freer rein to target Kurdish fighters who were armed 

and trained by the U.S. and played a major role in the war against IS but are 

deemed terrorists by Ankara.

Mr. Trump and President RecepTayyipErdoğan spoke by telephone  and 

“agreed to ensure coordination between their countries’ military, diplomatic 

and other officials to avoid a power vacuum which could result following any 

abuse of the withdrawal and transition phase in Syria,” the Turkish presidency 

said in a statement.

Mr. Trump tweeted that he and Mr. Erdoğan “discussed (IS), our mutual 

involvement in Syria, & the slow & highly coordinated pull-out of U.S. troops 

from the area.”

White House aides cited by The Washington Post said Mr. Trump’s advisers 

have persuaded him to withdraw the troops more slowly than he would like 

in order not to jeopardise their safety. A withdrawal could have extraordinary 

geopolitical implications, and it runs counter to long-established U.S. policy 

for the region.

Thousands of IS jihadists are thought to remain in Syria, but Mr. Trump  

declared that “we’ve won against ISIS,” using another abbreviation for the 

extremists.

Late, he tweeted that Mr. Erdoğan had assured him that any IS fighters 

remaining will be eliminated. Mr. Trump added that Mr. Erdoğan “is a man 

who can do it.”

The U.S. President concluded: “Our troops are coming home!”

Mr. Trump’s sudden decision sparked turmoil within his administration, 

prompting the resignation of Brett McGurk, the special envoy to the anti-IS 

coalition, as well as Defense Secretary Gen. Jim Mattis.

Plans for the troop pull-out will now be overseen by Deputy Secretary of 

Defense Patrick Shanahan, who Mr. Trump  said would replace Gen. Mattis 
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starting January 1.

India to hold talks with RCEP nations
Indian officials will hold bilateral meetings with a few countries, including China 

and some ASEAN members, in the coming days to iron out issues hindering 

negotiations of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 

trade deal, an official said.

After the bilateral meetings, the RCEP members will meet for the 25th round 

of negotiations in February in Indonesia.

The main issues that need resolution include number of goods on which 

import duties should be eliminated and norms to relax services trade.

RCEP members want India to eliminate or significantly cut customs duties on 

maximum number of goods that it traded on.

Spat over gas leaves Indian diplomats in the cold
India is not ruling out retaliatory measures in response to the Pakistan 

government’s delays in sanctioning gas connections to the residential complex 

at its High Commission in Islamabad. The delay, officials said, were part of 

a series of measures aimed at “making life difficult” for Indian diplomats in 

Pakistan.

This week, New Delhi again raised the problems caused by the lack of 

gas connections in the newly built residential section of the Indian High 

Commission complex in the diplomatic zone in Islamabad, just a kilometre 

from the Pakistan Foreign Ministry.

Caught in red tape

According to External Affairs Ministry officials, who asked not to be identified, 

the original contract with the gas company in Pakistan — Sui Northern 

Gas Pipelines Ltd. — was signed in 2015, initial payments were made and 
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pipelines laid and only the “gas tap remains to be opened”.

However, more than three years later, an endorsement of the connection 

application from the Pakistan Ministry of Foreign Affairs has yet to be received. 

The problem is more acute now as winters in Islamabad often see sub-zero 

temperatures, and gas is the most popular means of heating in Pakistan.

Instead, dozens of Indian diplomats are left using ineffective room heaters and 

gas cylinders for both heating and cooking in their apartments. The diplomats 

also reported frequent power outages and slow Internet connections.

Pakistan and Indian officials confirmed to The Hindu that the gas connection 

issue was being discussed in both capitals this week.

In the absence of any resolution, an Indian official said the government would 

not “rule anything in or out” on retaliatory measures against Pakistan that 

could ensue.

The officials said the situation over the gas connections was coming to a boil 

over the Christmas vacations, while Indian High Commissioner to Pakistan 

Ajay Bisaria is in Delhi, and Pakistan High Commissioner SohailMehmood is 

in Islamabad for consultations.

A Pakistani official insisted that the claims by the Indian side were “not what 

is being reported”, indicating that the issue was a procedural one. The Indian 

side did not respond to a request for a comment.

The issue has also cast in the shade other goodwill gestures being carried 

out by both countries over the return of prisoners.

After Pakistan repatriated 33-year-old engineer Hamid Ansari last week, who 

had spent six years in a jail there, India is expected to repatriate two Pakistanis 

over the Wagah border . Imran Warsi has served a 10-year sentence in prison 

and 21-year-old Abdullah Shah is autistic and has been in a juvenile detention 

centre since May 2017 despite his illness. Activists working for the release of 

more such prisoners stuck in jails say they hoped the recent actions would 

help build a better atmosphere for bilateral ties.
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Instead, External Affairs Ministry officials accused the Pakistani government 

of vitiating ties. “Be it the gas connection or intrusive surveillance of officials 

or intruders entering [residential] premises, it seems efforts are to make the 

life of the High Commission officials difficult,” a source said.

‘No question of re-negotiating the Teesta agreement’
Gowher Rizvi, foreign policy adviser to Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina, 

discusses a plethora of issues, including those connecting Bangladesh and 

India, days before the country’ general election on December 30. Excerpts:

Bangladesh-India relationship has taken a giant leap forward. But many 

issues remain unresolved and it is often argued in Bangladesh that India has 

not done enough.

Close and cooperative relations between the countries are not just a choice but 

also an imperative. This unique relationship cannot be defined or measured in 

a language of profit and loss. In the last decade, the relationship has reached 

new heights — virtually almost all outstanding issues have been amicably 

settled, including demarcation of boundaries, resolution of adverse territorial 

possessions; cross-border purchase of electricity; and untied line of credit 

amounting to nearly $8 billion. Buses are running from Shillong and Guwahati 

to Kolkata via Dhaka; direct passenger and goods trains have started to 

operate again; and waterways are being renovated to enable commerce 

through riverine routes. Connectivity is fostering sub-regional cooperation 

and bringing benefits to India, Bangladesh, Nepal and Bhutan.

There are unresolved issues like Teesta.

The Teesta water agreement has not yet been signed. But it is important to 

understand that an agreement on water sharing has been arrived at; and as 

far as we are concerned, there is no question of re-negotiating the agreement. 

It could not be signed because of India’s domestic reasons. However, we 
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have been repeatedly assured by the Indian Prime Minister that the treaty 

will be signed soon.

Regarding elections, Awami League has done a lot of developmental work, 

but still it seems that the party is under huge pressure. Why?

Elections in Bangladesh are hugely competitive; and it would be surprising if 

the government did not face a strong opposition.

Elections in the subcontinent are noisy and it is good that people can do 

this. It indicates that there is a democratic space. It is wrong to think that 

the Awami League promoted development at the expense of democracy. 

The Awami League is committed to liberal democracy, a secular society, and 

social justice.

Will the election will be free and fair?

Free and fair elections depend on political and constitutional institutions, and 

they take time to mature. Sadly, we have been under military regime for long 

periods which has emaciated our political institutions. Until the institutions 

are rebuilt, there will be lack of confidence. It takes time for the institutions 

like the Election Commission to mature. In India, for example, T.N. Seshan 

played a significant role to give the EC a global stature. We aspire to achieve 

the same objective.

Jamaat contesting together with Bangladesh Nationalist Party (BNP) seems 

to be a matter of great concern for Awami League and in India.

Jamaat is an integral part of BNP. The two are one and the same. When 

the Opposition coalition, the JatiyoOikya Front, was formed, its chief Kamal 

Hossain promised that Jamaat will be excluded. But Jamaat members are 

still contesting.

Sometime back, it was of concern to India that Bangladesh is getting huge 

loans and other support from China.

There is absolutely no reason for any concern. Bangladesh’s priorities are 

political stability, economic progress, elimination of poverty and illiteracy 
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within a democratic process. China is an important development partner of 

Bangladesh like European Union, Japan and India. Bangladesh will not allow 

its territory to be used by any foreign power against any other country. Both 

China and India are aware of this.

On the Rohingya issue, since the signing of the initial agreement, not one 

refugee has gone back to Myanmar.

It will not happen in few weeks or months and will take time. We are committed 

not to repatriate the Rohingya unless Myanmar is safe for the return of the 

refugees. But that does not mean that they can stay here indefinitely. The 

international community must play a proactive role. Just tossing a few dollars 

to feed the Rohingya is not enough. Time has come for meaningful sanctions 

— denial of investment and market access [to Myanmar] and ban on travel and 

sale of weapons, and holding the military there accountable for genocide.

Nepal caps expenditure of its citizens in India
Nepal  imposed a monthly limit on the amount of Indian currency its citizen 

can spend in India. A spokesperson of the Nepal Rastra Bank (NRB) said a 

visiting Nepali citizen would not be able to spend more than Rs. 1 lakh every 

month while paying for goods and services in India and that the decision was 

taken to deal with the current account deficit of Nepal.

The announcement is a historic first as it is the first time that Kathmandu is 

enforcing such a limit on individual Nepali citizens and businessmen in India. 

The policy applicable to prepaid, credit and debit cards of Nepali banks came 

into effect.

Central bank spokesperson Narayan Prasad Paudel said the decision was 

part of the policy adjustments that the economy was making to overcome 

economic crisis in multiple fronts.

“The decision was taken to deal with the growing problem of current account 
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deficit and the balance of payment crisis that our economy is dealing with,” 

said Mr. Paudel speaking from Kathmandu.

Bhisma Raj Dhungana, chief of the Foreign Exchange Management 

Department at the NRB, told the media in Kathmandu that the measure would 

however exempt payment in hospitals and pharmacies in India. He said the 

step was taken to control capital flight that emerged due to the spending 

trends of Nepali citizens in India.

MEA upbeat over ties with China
Restoring relations with China and bringing back a “balance” to ties in the 

neighbourhood are considered achievements of the government’s foreign 

policy in the year 2018, while challenges ahead in 2019 will include keeping 

the balance between the U.S.-Europe axis on one hand and the Russia-China 

axis on the other.

According to a year-end review of the government’s policies, sources said, 

the establishment of the International Solar Alliance (ISA) by India ranked 

amongst its biggest successes as it is the first multilateral organisation — with 

as many as 71 member countries already signed on — that is headquartered 

in India.

“In the neighbourhood, the restoration of balance in our relationship with 

Nepal, as well as the reconnection with the new leadership in the Maldives 

is positive outcomes. The fact that the new Bhutan Prime Minister is making 

his first visit to India within a month is a positive,” said a government source 

briefing journalists on foreign policy achievements.

It added that India was not “the subject of domestic politics in the region, and 

the government has taken great care to ensure this in the recent political 

developments both in Sri Lanka and in Bangladesh.” However, no forward 

movement is expected with Pakistan, where talks over the Kartarpur corridor 
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were described as a “cultural initiative” but not diplomacy. Describing the 

Wuhan Summit between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Chinese President 

Xi Jinping as well as three subsequent meetings between the leaders this 

year as “unprecedented”, the official said that relations with China had 

returned to the “normal track” with progress made with high-level visits, the 

resumption of defence ties suspended last year after the Doklam standoff, 

restoration of peace at the India-China boundary and forward movement on 

trade where Beijing is actively considering Indian requests for more market 

access on agricultural and pharmaceutical products in particular.

Upward swing

While ties with the U.S. have seen an upward swing, the sources said some 

concern was felt about the recent developments over Afghanistan, with 

reports of a possible pullout of the U.S. troops and moves to engage the 

Taliban along with visits to Pakistan by special envoy ZalmayKhalilzad being 

studied closely.

Meanwhile, the government acknowledged that there was a relatively 

lower amount of contact at the level of Prime Minister Modi and the U.S. 

President Trump, who only met once in the year in a trilateral format with 

Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe, but said that there had been must 

closer contacts between the Foreign, Defence and Commerce Ministers and 

their counterparts than before.

Bhutan to focus on development
Bhutan’s development agenda is expected to feature in bilateral talks that 

will be held during the visit of the country’s newly elected Prime Minister 

LotayTshering, thatbegan. Sources said the 12th five year plan of the 

Himalayan country is among several topics expected to come up during the 

official level talks.
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“The visit by Prime Minister of Bhutan is essentially to get to know him and 

also to have a discussion on how we can be supportive of the 12th five year 

plan,” said an official source here. The visit by the Bhutanese leader is the 

first since he took charge of the post of the Prime Minister on November 7.

Dr.Tshering, a well-regarded surgeon in Bhutan, led his party 

DrukNyamrupTshogpa to victory in the October 18 election, in which the party 

won 30 of the 47 seats of the Bhutanese national assembly. The victorious 

party had presented an agenda of development during the poll that is the 

agenda of the government in Thimphu. The Indian source hinted that India 

is aware that Prime Minister Tshering has to deliver on his development 

promises. It was also known that both sides will discuss the details of the 

ongoing hydroelectricity projects in Bhutan.

The visit, the first foreign trip by the leader since he took charge, also highlights 

the special relation that exists between Bhutan and India.

Ross Island is now Netaji Dweep
Prime Minister Narendra Modi  announced renaming of three islands of the 

Andaman and Nicobar archipelago as a tribute to Netaji Subhas Chandra 

Bose.

The Ross Island was renamed Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose Dweep, the Neil 

Island as Shaheed Dweep and the Havelock Island as Swaraj Dweep, Mr. 

Modi said to thunderous applause from the audience here.

The three islands are major tourist spots.

Inaugurates projects

Earlier in the day, the Prime Minister inaugurated a slew of development 

projects and laid foundation stones for several others related to energy, 

connectivity, education, tourism and health sectors.

Donning the Azad Hind Fauj (Indian National Army) cap, he addressed a 
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public meeting at the Netaji Stadium on the occasion of the 75th anniversary 

of the hoisting of the Tricolour by Bose here. “When it comes to heroes of 

the freedom struggle, we take the name of Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose 

with pride. The first Prime Minister of the Azad Hind government, Subhas 

Babu had made India’s Independence resolution on the soil of Andaman,” he 

said.

“The country draws inspiration from Andaman. That is why the government 

has issued a notification and I am proudly announcing that henceforth, Ross 

Island will be known as Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose Dweep. The Neil Island 

will be known as ShahidDweep and Havelock Island as Swaraj Dweep,” he 

said.

On this day in 1943, Bose had suggested that Andaman and Nicobar Islands 

be renamed Shahid and Swaraj Dweep. Mr. Modi released a commemorative 

stamp, its first-day cover and a Rs. 75 coin. He announced the setting up of 

a deemed university named after Bose.

PM Sheikh Hasina set for a landslide win
Several voters alleged various types of malpractice at the polling stations. 

“My sister’s family in Mirpur could not vote as [their] votes had already been 

cast,” said a surgeon from Dhaka Medical College.

Another doctor, who visits Kolkata often, compared the situation with West 

Bengal’s “scientific vote rigging.”

“We heard of this scientific rigging in Bengal, but did not have a clear idea 

about it. Now we have — it is multiple level of manipulation; from intimidating 

the [party] workers to alleged threat to the election agents of the opposition 

parties, the manipulation was at various levels,” he said.

Many voters in Dhaka — all of whom spoke on condition of anonymity — 

said they had not seen any election agent of the BNP in any of the polling 
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stations.

Describing the election as a farce, BNP Joint Secretary General Syed 

Moazzem Hossain Alal said: “There was no need to stage a farce in the guise 

of an election…they could have just announced victory in all seats.”

One of the Election Commissioners (Investigation and Adjudication) Md. 

Rafiqul Islam did not deny that the opposition agents were absent from the 

polling stations.

“In some places they may not have [managed to put polling agents] or in 

places they have not given one. [An agent] is not allowed to enter or pushed 

out is perhaps not the right observation. The point is that [the agents] have 

not gone to their respective stations. We do not know why they did so…it 

is their wish,” said Mr Islam. He further told The Hindu that the EC “did not 

receive any information” about the issue as no one informed them if the 

election agents are “intimidated.”

“We have not received any official complaints,” Mr. Islam said.

The Secretariat of the Election Commission said that out of about 40,000 

polling stations, they had stayed elections in “only 22” centres following 

various complaints.

Three Indian observers were also in stations in and around Dhaka and one of 

them said that they have “seen election agents of the opposition parties.”
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India, U.S. to review defence deals
India and the U.S. will review the progress of their expanding defence 

cooperation as well as discuss the issue of sanctions waiver for the arms 

purchases from Russia during Defence Minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s six-

day visit starting Sunday.

Ms. Sitharaman will hold talks with her counterpart, James Mattis.

Nod for drones

The Ministers are expected to review the progress of several defence deals 

in the pipeline as well as the developments in the region.

Discussion are in an advanced stage for the purchase of 24 MH-60R multi-

role helicopters for the Indian Navy through the Foreign Military Sales route 

and also Predator armed drones for which the U.S. has already given in-

principle approval.

India would also like to get some clarity on the waiver for sanctions under 

the Countering America’s Adversaries Through Sanctions Act (CAATSA).

India has signed or approved several big-ticket defence deals with Russia 

recently including a $5.43-bn deal for S-400 long-range air-defence 

systems.

Co-production projects

According to official sources, Ms. Sitharaman will also visit the recently 

renamed U.S. Indo-Pacific Command at Hawaii. Further, she will visit the 

Mountain View headquarters of Pentagon’s U.S. Defence Innovation Unit 

(DIU) to take forward joint development projects.

At the inaugural 2+2 dialogue in New Delhi, a Memorandum of Intent was 

signed between the DIU and the Indian Defence Innovation Organisation 

– Innovation for Defence Excellence (DIO-iDEX) which will look into joint 

projects for co-production and co-development through the Defence 

Technology and Trade Initiative (DTTI).
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Ms. Sitharaman was earlier scheduled to visit the U.S. for the 2+2 dialogue 

and then proceed on a bilateral visit but that was deferred.

India, U.S. Air Forces to begin joint drill today
The Air Forces of India and the U.S. will begin a 12-day military exercise 

in the Kalaikunda and Panagarh air bases in West Bengal  with an aim to 

enhance operational coordination, officials said.

The ‘Ex Cope India-18’ will be the fourth edition in the series of bilateral 

drills between the Indian Air Force and the U.S. Air Force. This is for the 

first time, the exercise is being held at two Air Force bases, the officials 

said.

“The aim of the exercise is to provide operational exposure and undertake 

mutual exchange of best practices towards enhancing operational 

capability,” the IAF said in a statement.

The U.S. has sent a fleet of F15 C/D and C-130 military aircraft. The IAF is 

participating with the Su-30 MKI, Jaguar, Mirage 2000, C-130J and AWACS 

(Airborne Warning and Control System) aircraft.

New Delhi cashes in on goodwill with UAE
Christian Michel, a key accused in the AugustaWestland VVIP helicopter 

deal case, was brought to India on board a Gulf Stream G3 jet owned by 

the Aviation Research Centre of the Research & Analysis Wing (RAW).

Mr. Michel was brought by a five-member team of the Central Bureau 

of Investigation (CBI) and RAW and two UAE nationals believed to be 

government officials. There were eight passengers and five crew on the 

flight.

Off shore operation
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Indian and UAE diplomats have denied any link between the extradition of 

Mr. Michel and a major operation reportedly carried out by the Indian Coast 

Guard in March, in which the UAE Prime Minister’s daughter was taken into 

custody and repatriated.

An External Affairs Ministry official called the linkage between Mr. Michel’s 

extradition and the Latifa case “ridiculous”. A UAE official told The Hindu : 

“Extradition order has been done through a court order and has nothing to do 

with the [Latifa] incident.”

The Ministry, however, did not reply to a specific request from The Hindu to 

comment on reports in The Hindustan Times and newsportal The Print that 

had suggested a “quid pro quo”.

Coast Guard commandos stormed a vessel, Nostromo, in the Arabian Sea 

off Goa and took into custody at gunpoint Princess Latifa, daughter of Dubai 

Ruler and UAE Prime Minister Sheikh Mohammed bin Rashid Al Maktoum, 

who had run away from home.

Friends of Ms. Latifa, who said they had helped her escape, alleged the 

Indian government had arranged for her to be sent back to the UAE, and she 

has not been heard from since. Ms. Latifa had recorded a long video prior 

to her escape from Dubai, accusing her father of illegal incarceration and 

torture.

Speaking to various media organisations, including the BBC and Australian 

Broadcasting, HerveJaubert, captain of the Nostromo , which had carried Ms. 

Latifa from the UAE to India, said: “On March 4, we were attacked by Indian 

forces who boarded us from Indian Coast Guard boats. They were about 12 

armed men. They beat us severely with guns, and they robbed us; took pretty 

much everything from the boat.”

In September, Amnesty International joined human rights groups such as 

Human Rights Watch (HRW) and ‘Detained in Dubai’, calling for India and the 

UAE to clarify their position.
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“Amnesty International considers this incident to have possibly entailed 

multiple violations of international human rights law by both India and the 

UAE, including arbitrary detention, torture, and enforced disappearance,” its 

statement said.

On Mr. Michel’s extradition, UAE sources say he was held at the Dubai airport 

when he tried to leave on June 13 this year. Since then, officials had been 

pursuing his case for extradition to India with their court, while holding him in 

custody.

On November 19, the UAE court dismissed objections from Mr. Michel’s 

lawyers and allowed the extradition. It is unclear why there was a lag 

between the time of the order and his extradition, but External Affairs Minister 

Sushma Swaraj’s travel to Dubai on December 3 and 4 for the India-UAE 

Joint Commission Meeting for Economic and Technical Cooperation was 

considered one factor.

Doval in charge

National Security Adviser AjitDoval, who has made more than one visit to the 

UAE in the past few months to secure Mr. Michel’s custody, is believed to 

have monitored the progress constantly, until the plane finally landed in the 

Palam Technical Area at 10.30 p.m. on December 4.

CBI officials refused to comment about the details of the operation, referring 

questions to the NSA’s office.

Mr. Michel’s extradition, that of a national from a third country not wanted for 

more serious crimes such as terror or murder, is believed to be an exceptional 

gesture made by the UAE, and is seen as a credit to India’s diplomatic efforts 

in the past few years.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited the UAE twice since he assumed office, 

in August 2015 and February 2018, and forged particularly close ties with the 

Abu Dhabi Crown Prince, Mohamed bin Zayed Al Nahyan, who visited India 

in February 2016 and then as the chief guest of Republic Day in January 
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2017.

The invitation to the Abu Dhabi Crown Prince was considered a major break 

from protocol for New Delhi, given that the guest at Republic Day up to 

then had been a head of state or government. “Given the closeness of the 

relationship now developing between India and the UAE, it was only a matter 

of time before Michel arrived in Delhi,” an official well versed with the case 

said.

Navy on a major capability upgrade
Against the backdrop of increasing responsibilities in the Indian Ocean Region 

(IOR) with the rising Chinese presence, the Indian Navy has embarked on a 

major capability upgrade. A Navy officer said that this year, on an average, 35 

Navy ships were deployed every day.

“The Navy has undertaken 113 port calls including operational turnarounds 

this year and has participated in 21 exercises including the Indra series with 

Russia which began,” the officer said.

Operational requirements have significantly gone up with the Navy ensuring 

the presence of at least one major ship at all critical choke points in the 

IOR under its mission-based deployments and increased military-to-military 

engagement with friendly nations as part of India’s defence diplomacy in 

which the Navy is at the forefront.

“As on today, 32 ships and submarines are presently under construction in 

Indian shipyards. These include the Indigenous Aircraft Carrier (IAC) Vikrant , 

Project-15B destroyers, Project-17A stealth frigates, P-28 anti-submarine 

warfare (ASW) corvettes, offshore patrol vessels (OPV) and Scorpene class 

submarines … In addition, government approval has also been accorded for 

56 ships and six submarines,” the Chief of the Naval Staff, Admiral Sunil 

Lanba, said last week.
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The 56 ships are in various stages of procurement and include replacements 

for existing platforms as well as new additions. “Construction activity will be 

spread over a decade,” Admiral Lanba stated. These include next generation 

frigates and destroyers, four stealth frigates from Russia, four landing 

platform decks (LPD), 16 shallow water craft, 12 mine sweepers, five fleet 

support ships (FSS), four survey vessels and two diving support vessels. 

All this comes against the backdrop of China increasing its presence and 

establishing permanent facilities in the IOR. Admiral Lanba stated that China 

deployed six to eight warships in the IOR at any given time.

The force enhancements were contingent on increased budgetary allocation 

which has not seen a major increase over the last few years.

U.S. and India call for more joint air exercises
As ‘Cope India 2018’ — the 12-day joint exercise between the U.S. and 

Indian Air Force being held at the Kalaikunda air station in West Bengal’s 

PaschimMedinipur district — draws to a close, officials of both countries 

called for such joint exercises to be held more frequently.

More than 100 personnel of the U.S. Air Force, along with 400 personnel of 

the Indian Air Force, are participating in the exercise that will conclude on 

December 14. The exercise follows the Joint International Air Drill of Pakistan 

and China, which began at the Shaheen VII airbase in Pakistan earlier this 

month.

Huge Indian fleet

The U.S. Air Force has sent a dozen F-15 whereas the IAF is participating 

with a fleet of 10 Sukhoi 30, six Jaguars and four Mirage 2000. Along with the 

Kalaikunda Air Station, the exercise is being conducted from the adjoining Air 

Station Arjan Singh (located at Panagarh).

Speaking to journalists, Cope India 2018 director, Air Commodore J.S. Mann, 
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said that mutual understanding of operational air power and the best practices 

learnt from each other during the joint exercise would help the countries 

“operate together in the times to come”.

Lt. Col. Daryl Insley, who is heading the U.S. forces, said that his only regret 

was that the forces could train only for two weeks.

“We need to train on a regular basis more often, and not after five to 10 

years,” he said during an interaction.

The joint air exercise between the two air forces is being held after 13 

years. The last time too it was held at the Kalaikunda Air Station in 2005. 

Commanding officer of the Kalaikunda Air Station, Air Commodore Shaji 

Antony, also emphasised on the need of more such exercises and said, “We 

learn from each other during such exercises.”

War games conducted

The collaborative and cooperative exercise over the past eight days involved 

formation of teams, comprising pilots and aircraft of both the air forces, 

participating in war games over the air space of Kalaikunda.

Officials of the IAF said that the air station was ideal for holding such 

exercises not only because it is one of the largest air stations in the region 

but also because as it has a large reserve air space of hundreds of square 

kilometres.

India ups ante over SAARC meet spat
Taking its protest over the presence of a minister from Pakistan Occupied 

Kashmir (PoK) at a South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation 

(SAARC) meeting to the next level, India has now demanded that the SAARC 

Chamber of Commerce and Industry (SCCI) be “derecognised” by the South 

Asian grouping.

In a letter addressed to the SAARC secretariat, which is based in Kathmandu, 
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the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) accused the SCCI of having “violated” 

the SAARC charter and principles by inviting the Minister from PoKChaudhury 

Muhammad Saeed to its event in Islamabad on December 8. An Indian 

diplomat attending the event had walked out in protest against Mr. Saeed’s 

presence.

Regret letter

According to government sources, the SCCI has written to the High 

Commission of India in Islamabad, “expressing regret”.

In its letter dated December 10, two days after the event, the MEA referred to 

Mr. Saeed as a “renegade entity” from Jammu and Kashmir “which is under 

illegal and forcible occupation of Pakistan”, and said his presence at the 

event constituted a contravention of SAARC principles to respect sovereignty 

and territorial integrity of member states. It also said the SCCI had taken a 

“political” position, which breached guidelines for SAARC Apex bodies.

“The government of India requests the SAARC secretariat to consider 

initiating steps for derecognition of the SAARC Chamber of Commerce and 

Industry as the Apex body of the SAARC”.

Founded in 1992, the SCCI is formed from local chambers of commerce from 

all nine members of SAARC including the Federation of Indian Chambers 

of Commerce and Industry (FICCI). The group led by SCCI president 

RuwanEdrisinghe meets regularly and is one of the SAARC’s most active 

bodies.

India, China join hands to promote tea globally
Two apex industry organisations, Indian Tea Association (ITA) and China Tea 

Marketing Association (CTMA), have signed a memorandum of understanding 

to promote green and black tea consumption in major tea markets in Europe 

, the U.S., Russia and West Asia, besides India and China. The pact could 
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also involve organisation of joint events.

The MoU was signed here between VivekGoenka, ITA chairman, and Wang 

Qing, president, CTMA, who led a 14-member team.

Mr. Goenka said that the China imported 30 million kg of black tea annually 

amid its rising popularity in the country where green tea had earlier held 

sway. Indian exports stood at about 8.7 million kg in 2017 with the market 

being dominated by Sri Lanka and Kenya. An export of 15 million kg was 

being targeted next year. It may be mentioned that Tea Board and ITA had 

organised a tea delegation to China in October to boost trade between the 

two countries To a question, Mr. Qing said that China would not look to India 

as a major market as prices were more attractive in their domestic market. 

China was the world’s third largest exporter (mainly of green tea).

Small tea sector

ITA said that Solidaridad Asia had taken the lead role in forging this alliance 

which, it felt, would promote sustainable development of the tea industry in 

the two countries, including that of the small tea sector. The network works to 

promote sustainable production of 13 commodities across nine regions.

The MoU covers the areas of trade promotion, intellectual property protection 

and technology exchange.

India is the closest friend of the Maldives: President Solih
Maldives President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih began his trip to India on an 

upbeat note by declaring his country’s commitment to trade with foreign 

partners.

Addressing a public event, Mr. Solih said there were no obstructions to doing 

business with his country, and described India as the “closest friend” of 

Male.

“Maldives and India have been friends since time immemorial. India is our 
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closest neighbour and our people have ties of friendship and cultural affinity 

and within those close links, trade and commerce have flourished. India is 

not only our closest friend, it is also one of our largest trading partners,” 

said President Solih at the event organised by the Confederation of Indian 

Industry, the Federation of Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industry and 

the Associated Chambers of Commerce and Industry of India.

Mr. Solih highlighted the business-friendly attitude of his government, and 

said that the Maldives was open for business and investment.

‘No obstacles’

“We have near perfect capital mobility. In the Maldives, there are no obstacles 

to foreign ownership of investment,” he said. “The Maldives is open for 

business.”

The President, accompanied by senior members of his government, 

emphasised that the Maldives was a developing country that was building its 

infrastructure sector consisting of ports and other connectivity facilities.

The visit is significant as it comes a month after his swearing-in in Male that 

was attended by Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who paid a day-long visit to 

the archipelago nation. Mr. Solih will hold delegation-level talks with Indian 

leaders.

Earlier, welcoming the visiting President of the Maldives, Minister of 

Commerce and Industry and Civil Aviation Suresh Prabhu urged the guest to 

seek India’s partnership in addressing Male’s development challenges. He 

said the Indian government’s flagship projects also had scope for Maldives-

India partnership.

‘Not isolated’

“Yours is a nation consisting of islands but you are not isolated in any way. 

Please tell us areas of your priorities and the entire might of the Government 

of India will be with you,” the Union Minister said.

Minister of Urban Development and former diplomat Hardeep Singh Puri 
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drew attention to the recent struggle of the country against the authoritarian 

government of President Abdullah Yameen, and said the election of President 

Solih was watched with “jubilation” in India.

India offers $1.4 bn aid package to Maldives
India  declared a financial package of $1.4 billion for the Maldives. The plan 

was being prepared over the last month and was formally declared at the press 

conference attended by President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih of the Maldives 

and Prime Minister Narendra Modi. Both sides also agreed to coordinate 

maritime policing activities in the Indian Ocean region.

“Cooperation between our countries is necessary for maintaining stability in 

the Indian Ocean region and we are willing to take our relationship to its 

fullest potential,” said Mr. Modi.

The package comes as Maldives is is facing a debt of $3.2 billion with China. 

It is expected to boost Male’s global financial standing.

A Joint Statement issued during the visit announced that the financial 

assistance will be in the form of budgetary support, currency swap and 

concessional lines of credit for development programmes.

Both sides signed four agreements, including one easing visa procedures for 

Maldivian citizens.
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Paris Agreement can’t be renegotiated: India
India will resist attempts by countries to renegotiate the Paris Agreement, 

said one of India’s key negotiators at climate talks set to begin next week in 

Katowice, Poland.

“India won’t create obstacles…however, we want that the Conference of 

Parties-24 (discussions) be balanced, inclusive and consistent with the Paris 

Agreement,” said C.K. Mishra, Secretary, Union Minister for Environment, 

Forests and Climate Change. “Some countries are trying to reopen the Paris 

Agreement.”

While he didn’t name them, meetings in the run-up to the COP have seen 

several, particularly Australia, and the U.S. prominently, raise concerns about 

clauses in the deal.

The landmark deal agreed to in 2015 exhorts countries to take steps to avoid 

temperatures from rising beyond 2C of pre-industrial levels, and even 1.5 C 

as far as possible, by the end of the century.

Currently global emissions are poised to warm the world by 3C by the end of 

the century.

The United States opted out of the deal last year but continues to be part of 

discussions as a complete withdrawal — as per terms of the UN convention 

— takes up to four years.

Arduous negotiations

A 17-member delegation, consisting of officials from several Ministries as well 

as Union Environment Minister Harsh Vardhan, will be representing India over 

two weeks in what is likely to be arduous negotiations on how to agree to 

implement the Paris Agreement.

A key point, said Mr. Mishra, would be transparency and accountability. 

Developing and developed countries have disputes on whether there should 

be a common set of standards that all countries must adhere to when reporting 

what steps each has taken to contain carbon emissions.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

India and China, which have committed to ensuring that their emission 

intensities will not cross a threshold, also argue that all countries cannot be 

held to the same data-monitoring-and-reporting standards.

‘Fast-tracking work on data protection bill’
Union Minister for Electronics and IT Ravi Shankar Prasad  said the government 

is “fast-tracking” consultations on the draft personal data protection bill and 

soon, an inter-ministerial consultation will also be initiated.

The Minister said “widest consultation and feedback” would be undertaken 

regarding the “milestone” legislation and all efforts to introduce the bill in the 

upcoming session of Parliament — beginning December 11 — are on.

“This being a milestone legislation, widest consultation is always desirable. 

One was done under Justice B. N. Srikrishna, next we put it up online for 

feedback... then, there will be inter-ministerial consultation,” Mr. Prasad 

told the media at the release of Yojana magazine’s special issue on Digital 

India.

The draft bill, which was released earlier this year after an almost year-long 

consultation process, had proposed that critical personal data of Indian 

citizens be processed in centres located within the country.

Penalties for violations

It had also proposed financial penalties for data processor for violations of 

the data protection law.

The Minister further added that the government’s Digital India initiatives had 

gone beyond the political divide. “No State government has opposed this 

initiative that has the potential to change India,” he said.

In Andamans, tribals and no-go areas
The reported death of John Allen Chau, an American visitor, on North Sentinel 
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Island in an attack by the indigenous people has turned the international 

spotlight on this tiny 60 sq km piece of land in the Andamans. As one of the 

last remaining ‘uncontacted’ island dwelling groups, the Sentinelese have 

inspired awe and scientific curiosity as to how they continue to live as hunter-

gatherers.

How many Sentineleses are there?

In July 2017, the Secretary, National Commission for Scheduled Tribes, 

who visited the Andaman and Nicobar Islands — but not North Sentinel — 

reported that the estimated population of Sentinelese was 50 individuals. No 

accurate census has been made. North Sentinel Island lies west of Port Blair, 

part of the archipelago made up of about 200 islands. After the Indian Ocean 

tsunami of 2004, many feared for the population on the island, but an aerial 

survey showed that the islanders had survived.

When did they reach the islands?

Research scholars have, on the basis of genetic pointers, suggested that 

the earliest settlers in the Andamans came about 35,000 years ago, while 

others say it could have been much earlier. They are thus believed to be 

descendants of the earliest humans to migrate out of the African continent.

How did they arrive across seas?

Scholars theorise that during the ice ages, when sea levels were considerably 

lower, it should have been possible to walk across land bridges or cross 

shallow waters in crude canoes from the Sumatra, Malay and Burma coasts 

which are not far from the southern and northern extremes of the present 

day islands. According to some researchers, there were 13 linguistically 

defined groups among the original inhabitants, before the British set up 

a penal colony in Port Blair in 1858. Exposure to diseases and the social 

disruption that followed decimated the populations. Only the Jarawa, the 

Onge and the Sentinelese survived that phase, while the Great Andamanese 

were decimated in conflicts with the British. A small number of Andamanese 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

survive in a reservation with government help.

Does Sentinelese exist in isolation?

The inhabitants of North Sentinel Island are considered fiercely hostile. They 

are unique survivors on a small forested land for thousands of years and 

have continued their existence without making attempts to reach out to the 

modern world. Yet, the Anthropological Survey of India (AnSI) conducted 

several ‘expeditions’ to make contact with the group beginning in the 1970s, 

some of them led by anthropologist T.N. Pandit. On some trips, members 

of the Onge tribe joined the visitors. The programme to gain the friendship 

of the Sentinelese went on, says anthropologist A. Justin, until April 2003. 

While there was initial hostility and a threat to shoot arrows, the Sentinelese 

often accepted gifts such as coconuts, red linen, ribbons, plastic buckets and 

even hogs. They showed “no sign of unfriendliness” by the time the contact 

attempts were abandoned. During one visit, the members took the gifts from 

“the visitors’ hands,” according to an AnSI report.

What threats do they face?

The continued existence of ancient people in North Sentinel Island with no 

real contact with modernity is enough evidence of their ability to persist without 

outside help. When other groups, such as the Andamanese, the Onge and 

later the Jarawa made contact with outsiders, there was a destructive impact 

on them. The Sentinelese have so far escaped the disease and disruption that 

overtook the others. Yet, they face the threat of poaching off North Sentinel. 

Intruders often fish in the waters around the island, and 11 of them were 

caught in 2012 alone. Two years after the 2004 tsunami, during which coral 

reefs around the island had become visible, two poachers from Port Blair 

drifted to the island and were killed. In August this year, the Centre relaxed 

the Restricted Area Permit system to boost tourism and enable foreigners 

to visit 29 islands in Andaman and Nicobar, including North Sentinel. The 
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National Commission for Scheduled Tribes has called for a review of the 

decision.

How progesterone protects breast cancer patients 
unravelled
Researchers from Mumbai-based ACTREC-Tata Memorial Centre (TMC) 

have uncovered the biological mechanism by which a single injection of 

progesterone administered prior to surgery benefits breast cancer patients 

immaterial of whether progesterone receptors are present or not. Progesterone 

treatment prior to surgery reduces the chances of migration and invasion 

ability of primary cancer cells to other parts of the body thus reducing the 

possibility of a relapse.

A large clinical trial carried out by Dr.RajendraBadwe and colleagues in 2011 

at TMC found progesterone treatment prior to surgery produced beneficial 

effects in breast cancer patients independent of the progesterone receptor 

status. The results were published in the Journal of Clinical Oncology. The 

mechanism behind this which was not known then has now been deciphered 

by a team led by Dr. Amit Dutt from the Integrated Cancer Genomics Laboratory 

at ACTREC, TMC. The results of the study were published in the Journal of 

Biological Chemistry.

While the beneficial effects of progesterone were seen in the trial, the 

researchers did not know how women who did not have the receptors for 

the hormone too benefited. The team set to unravel this. They treated breast 

cancer cell lines with progesterone and looked for changes in gene expression. 

They found two genes (SGK1 and NDRG1) were significantly produced in 

abundance (overexpressed) in cells treated with the hormone.

They looked at the same cells for changes in microRNAs and found the 

expression of a few microRNAs was reduced in response to the hormone 
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treatment. “Of these, two microRNAs which were down regulated [decrease 

the quantity of protein produced] also regulate the expression of SGK1 

gene,” says Dr.Dutt. “The normal function of the two microRNAs is to reduce 

the amount of SGK1 enzyme produced. So when the microRNAs are down 

regulated, the amount of SGK1 enzyme produced increases.”

Progesterone action

The team found that progesterone treatment acts in two ways — it directly 

increases the amount of SGK1 enzyme produced and also causes the two 

microRNAs to increase the amount SGK1 produced. “SGK1 is targeted by 

both progesterone hormone and by the two microRNAs in response to the 

hormone. There is a dual-phase regulation of SGK1,” says Dr.MukulGod 

bole from TMC and first author of the latest paper.

“SGK1 gets over expressed by the hormone in the case of women who have 

receptors for progesterone. But in women who don’t have the receptors, the 

progesterone reduces the expression of microRNAs leading to increased 

expression of SGK1,” explains Dr.Godbole. “This is how, immaterial of 

whether women have progesterone receptors or not, the hormone treatment 

prior to surgery reduces the chances of migration and invasion of cancer 

cells and the possibility of a relapse.”

Studies done by other researchers had suggested that another set of genes 

(AP-1) regulate the expression of the NDRG1 gene. Since AP-1 genes are 

stress genes, it was suggestive that stress might be responsible for increased 

production of the NDRG1 enzyme. In this case, progesterone treatment 

stresses breast cancer cells and this causes the NDRG1 enzyme levels to 

increase. A previous study of primary tumour before and after progesterone 

treatment hinted at the possibility of the hormone stressing the cancer cells 

causing the NDRG1 levels to be elevated in the tumour. The results of this 

study by researchers at TMC and NIBMG, Kalyani, were published in Breast 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

Cancer Research and Treatment. “The breast cancer cell lines we studied 

were mimicking what was happening in the primary tumour,” says Dr.Dutt.

While the three genes (SGK1, NDRG1 and AP-1) play a role, the way the three 

genes are linked was not known. Using a genetic approach the team found 

that if any of the three genes was removed (knocked out) the progesterone 

that was added did not arrest the migration or invasion ability of cancer cells. 

Likewise, when any of the three genes was introduced or over expressed 

it resulted in significant reduction in the spread of cancer cells even in the 

absence of progesterone.

Since progesterone is a female hormone, it cannot be given to men and 

children. “But with the understanding of the molecular mechanism we can use 

drugs to target SGK1 or NDRG1 and increase its levels without administering 

progesterone hormone,” says Dr.Dutt. This becomes particularly important 

as the beneficial effects of progesterone on other solid tumours such as lung 

and pancreatic cancer can possibly be modulated by using drug molecules 

that behave as surrogates of the hormone.

5.8-tonne GSAT-11 ready for launch
A team of top officials and engineers of the Indian Space Research 

Organisation (IISRO), now stationed in the Guiana Space Centre, South 

America, is going over the last steps before it sees off the heaviest Indian 

communication satellite, GSAT-11, to its space orbit. The liftoff is slated for 

the wee hours of Wednesday, December 5, India time, but from half way 

across the globe.

The 5,854-kg satellite, almost double the biggest one built or launched 

by ISRO to date, will ride up on European launch vehicle Ariane 5 ECA, 

numbered VA246, between 2.07 a.m. and 3.23 a.m. IST, according to the 

schedule of Arianespace, which is providing the launch services. It will be 
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sunset at nearby Kourou in French Guiana, located 5 degrees North of the 

Equator, with a launch window between 5.37 p.m. and 6.53 p.m. local time.

ISRO Chairman K. Sivan, besides the project director and scores of engineers, 

who have been taking care of the satellite for the last 30-odd days, are in 

Kourou for the big day, it is learnt.

GSAT-11 is part of ISRO’s new family of high-throughput communication 

satellite (HTS) fleet that will drive the country’s Internet broadband from space 

to untouched areas; the broadband domain is now ruled by underground fibre 

and covers partial and convenient locations.

High-speed data

Already up in space are two HTSs — GSAT-29 (November 14) and GSAT-19 

(June 2017) — while one more is due to join them in the near future. They 

are all to provide high-speed Internet data services at the rate of 100 Gbps 

(Gigabits per second) to Indian users. ISRO has earlier said this speed would 

be far better than what is available in the country now.

The HTSs will also be the backbone of pan-India digital or easy Internet-

based programmes and services — such as Digital India, BharathNet for 

rural e-governance, and commercial and public sector VSAT Net service 

providers.

According to ISRO, GSAT-11’s multiple spot beam coverage — 32 in Ku 

band and eight in Ka bands — will deliver an improved service of 16 gbps 

over the Indian region and nearby islands. It said, “GSAT-11 will play a vital 

role in providing broadband services across the country. It will also provide a 

platform to demonstrate new generation applications.”

New date

GSAT-11 was earlier planned for launch on May 26 this year. A few days 

before it, ISRO,brought it back from Kourou to the Bengaluru satellite centre 

for additional checks. The spacecraft was sent back in October for the 

rescheduled launch.
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Its co-passenger is South Korea’s GEO-KOMPSAT-2A, a meteorology 

satellite.

Accounting methods of climate fund questioned
The Finance Ministry has issued a ‘discussion paper’ that has criticised the 

accounting methods used by developed countries to report how much money 

they have given, so far, to developing countries to address climate change.

Accounting procedures, regarding the flow of climate finance, is one of the 

most controversial issues being debated at Katowice, Poland where countries 

have gathered to agree upon a ‘Rule Book’ to implement the Paris Agreement 

of 2015, that commits countries to ensure the earth doesn’t warm 2C beyond 

pre-industrial levels.

In 2019, developed countries are expected to make available $100 billion 

annually to developing countries, according to a 2010 agreement in 

Cancun.

In 2016, developed countries published a road map to $100 billion, which 

claimed that public climate finance levels had reached $41 billion per year 

in 2013-14. In 2015, India had disputed this figure arguing it was only $ 2.2 

billion. “The 2017 numbers also tell a similar story. Only around 12% of total 

pledges to climate funds have actually materialised into disbursements,” the 

Ministry paper notes.

No clarity

It argues that the definition of climate finance in the UNFCCC has remained 

“imprecise and incomplete.” There was no clarity on whether the developed 

countries’ commitment to ‘provide funds’ meant funds committed or those 

that made it to their intended recipients.

The total pledges to the Green Climate Fund, the largest multilateral fund, 

were a “meagre” $10.3 billion. Further, most of the total climate finance has 
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flowed into mitigation (a reference to preventing carbon dioxide from being 

emitted).

The growth in the reported climate specific finance actually slowed down from 

24% between 2014 and 2015 to 14% between 2015 and 2016, the paper 

notes, quoting a report by the finance committee of the UN that manages 

climate-affairs.

The questions raised by the paper are similar to those articulated by India’s 

Environment Ministry-led delegation, now part of negotiations in Poland.

Centre exempts 3,115 sq km from ESA
The Union Ministry of Environment, Forests and Climate Change (MoEFCC) 

has lifted the restrictions imposed on new projects and activities in 3,115 sq 

km of human settlements, plantations and agricultural land in Kerala that 

are included in the Ecologically Sensitive Areas (ESAs) identified by the 

Kasturirangan committee on the conservation of the Western Ghats.

The amendment to the direction issued under Section 5 of the Environment 

(Protection) Act (EPA) effectively exempts the 3,115 sq km from the restrictions 

on granting environmental clearance for five categories of projects and 

activities which have maximum interventionist and damaging impacts on 

ecosystems.

The report of the High Level Working Group, headed by K. Kasturirangan, 

had recommended the demarcation of a total of 59,940 sq km as ESA in the 

six States bordering the Western Ghats, namely Gujarat, Maharashtra, Goa, 

Karnataka, Kerala and Tamil Nadu. The extent of ESA in Kerala was pegged 

at 13,108 sq km, an area spread over 123 villages.

Following widespread protests and political turmoil, the Kerala government, 

on the basis of ground-level verification, had proposed that the ESA be limited 

to 9,993 sq km, including 9,107 sq km of forests and 886 sq km of non-forest 
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area.

State’s recommendation

Approving the State government’s recommendation, the draft notification 

issued by the MoEFCC on March 10, 2014, had reduced the territorial extent 

of ESA in Kerala by 3,115 sq km. Taking this reduction into account, the 

MoEFCC had reworked the figures and notified a total of 56,825 sq km as 

ESA instead of the original 59,940 sq km. Subsequent notifications issued in 

2015, 2017 and 2018 had also demarcated the same area as ESA. However, 

the notifications specified that the direction issued by the Ministry under the 

EPA Act on November 13, 2013, would hold good. This had effectively put the 

brakes on new projects and activities in the earmarked areas.

The amendment notified on December 3, 2018, states that the direction 

would be applicable only to 56,825 sq km of ESA as mentioned in the draft 

notification.

Former Chief Minister OommenChandy said the amendment was a vindication 

of the steps taken by the previous UDF government.

Idukki MCH project

Idukki MP Joice George told The Hindu that the immediate beneficiary of the 

amendment would be the Idukki Medical College Hospital (MCH) project.

IISER Kolkata develops simulation to predict solar activity 
over 10 years
Astronomers have observed sunspots on the surface of the Sun for nearly 

400 years. It is known that sunspots follow a cyclic pattern of growing in 

number and disappearing in approximately 11 years, known as the sunspot 

cycle or the Sun’s activity cycle. We are currently in the 24th sunspot cycle 

since the observation of this cycle began, in 1755. A team of researchers from 

IISER Kolkata have developed a way of predicting the intensity of activity in 
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the next solar cycle (approximately from 2020 to 2031) using data spread 

over the last 100 years.

Contrary to other calculations, they find that the Sun’s activity would not dip 

during the next cycle, but it would be similar to the current cycle, perhaps even 

stronger. They expect the cycle to peak around 2024. The paper is published 

in Nature Communications.“This is a unique data driven simulation work,” 

says Dipankar Banerjee, Solar physicist from Indian Institute of Astrophysics, 

Bengaluru, who was not involved in this research.

The researchers simulate the behaviour of the Sun using magnetic field 

evolution models and observational data. They simulate solar activity, and 

using inputs from observed data from one cycle, predict the behaviour of 

the Sun over the next cycle, about ten years in advance. Comparing their 

simulations with recorded data from 1913 to present, they show a remarkable 

agreement in most cases. Using the same method, they predict solar activity 

over the next cycle, about ten years into the future.

“Our work has shown that we cannot make a prediction beyond the next 

sunspot cycle (i.e., beyond the next 10 years) because the dynamical ‘memory’ 

of the Sun (i.e., the length of time over which past states affect future states 

of the Sun) extends only over one sunspot cycle and not beyond,” says 

Dibyendu Nandi in an email to The Hindu. Prof. Nandi is with the Department 

of Physical Sciences, IISER Kolkata.

“This kind of work will be very important for the understanding of the long-term 

variations of the Sun and its impact on our climate which is one of the science 

objectives of Aditya mission. The forecast will be also useful for scientific 

operational planning of the Aditya mission,” says Professor Banerjee.

Space weather

An important reason to understand sunspots is that they affect space weather. 

This refers to the effect of radiation, particle flux and magnetic flux in the 

region around the Sun. During extreme events, space weather can affect 
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electronics-driven satellite controls, communications systems, air traffic over 

polar routes and even power grids. The other reason sunspots are interesting 

is the belief that they are correlated with climate on earth. A lot of the research 

in this area focusses on predicting the way the next sunspot cycle will shape 

up – whether the Sun will be extremely active and produce many sunspots 

or not.

There have been predictions that the next cycle (cycle 25) will show reduced 

sunspot activity. There have even been speculations that the Sun may be 

heading towards a period of prolonged low activity - what solar physicists 

describe as a ‘Maunder-like minimum’. The Maunder minimum refers to a 

period from 1645 to 1715 where observers reported minimal sunspot activity 

— the number of sunspots reduced by a factor of nearly 1,000, over a period 

of 28 years. During this and other such periods of low activity, some parts of 

Europe and North America experienced lower-than-average temperatures. 

While the connection between the Maunder minimum and the climate on 

earth is still debated, it gives another reason to watch the sunspots.

“Sunspot cycle 25 may reverse the substantial weakening trend in solar 

activity which has led to speculation of an imminent grand minimum of sunspot 

activity and related cooling of Earth’s climate” says PrantikaBhowmik, the first 

author of the paper who is a PhD student at IISER Kolkata.

The life of Andaman’s sea kraits
The Andaman Islands are well-known for stunning beaches and now, the 

Sentinelese. Less-known are the colourful sea snakes – banded sea kraits 

– that also share these beaches. Now, a four-year study has helped shed 

more light on the mysterious terrestrial life of these amphibious snakes.

Banded sea kraits hunt for their prey in coral reefs. Though they spend a lot 

of time underwater, they have to get back to land to digest their prey, lay eggs 
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and even slough their skin. Yet very little is known about their terrestrial lives 

for they are mostly nocturnal. To learn more, a team including researchers 

at the Andaman and Nicobar Environment Team led 27 volunteers on walks 

along the New Wandoor beach in the southern Andaman Islands to monitor 

the presence or activity of sea kraits between 2012 and 2016. The groups 

walked a 680-metre stretch between 6.30 and 9.30 p.m., 181 times and 

recorded the sea krait species they saw and what they were doing there.

The results, published in the Journal of Threatened Taxa, record both species 

of sea kraits on the islands: the yellow-lipped and the blue-lipped sea krait. 

They encountered 805 yellow-lipped sea kraits and 39 blue-lipped sea kraits 

on the surveys. The teams observed yellow-lipped sea kraits sloughing their 

skins on six occasions. They also observed pregnant females 37 times as well 

as brief courtship behaviour once. Another time, they also spotted a yellow-

lipped sea krait resting in a hollow with an egg.

Locations

Both species were mostly spotted on wood or tree roots (especially of 

uprooted Manilkaralittoralis, a mangrove tree) on the beaches where they 

were resting. The snakes also shared these tree-root crevices with hermit 

crabs. Sea kraits used the gradual slopes of sandy beaches to move from 

the sea to uprooted trees dispersed along the intertidal zone, suggesting that 

these beaches could be crucial for the snakes.

However, authorities removed the uprooted trees after the end of the study 

to “clear the beach for tourism purposes”, note the authors. This could have 

“negative repercussions” for sea kraits, they add.

“The uprooted trees in the Andaman Islands provide a very unique environment 

which sea kraits have habituated them to,” lead author Zoya Tyabji, currently 

with the Stellenbosch University in South Africa, said in an email to The 

Hindu.

Giving legal protection to sandy beaches and implementing the ban on certain 
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activities (including sand mining and tourism) can help conserve neglected 

fauna, she added.

Are drugs discharged into the Yamuna toxic to aquatic life?
By studying nine different pharmaceutical active compounds in Yamuna River, 

researchers have now pointed out that it can “possibly cause chronic toxicity” 

to aquatic life and to humans who use this water for drinking purposes.

As our body does not use the entire quantity of the drug we take, most 

of it is excreted and end up in aquatic systems via domestic sewage. The 

report published in Ecotoxicology and Environmental Safety looks at the 

occurrence, fate and ecological risks of these compounds.

The researchers from IIT-Delhi and National Mission for Clean Ganga 

collected water samples from six sites across the 25 km river stretch during 

three different seasons (November 2010, April and July 2011).

Using different extraction processes, the pharmaceutical residues in the 

water were recovered and analysed.

The team looked at six over-the-counter drugs (aspirin, paracetamol, 

ibuprofen, ranitidine, caffeine, diclofenac) and three prescription drugs 

(carbamazepine, codeine, and diazepam).

The highest concentration of pharmaceutical compounds was located 

downstream Wazirabad at the point where Najafgarh drain joins the Yamuna. 

This is one of the largest drains of Delhi and has an average discharge of 

about 25 cubic metres per second. The report notes that this drain is the 

largest polluter of the river contributing more than 50% of the total discharge 

into the Yamuna.

Ibuprofen and paracetamol

At this site, ibuprofen and paracetamol were found at a high concentration of 

1.49 and 1.08 microgram per litre respectively. Previous studies have shown 
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that even small concentration of ibuprofen could cause an antagonistic effect 

on aquatic organisms. Studies have also shown that ibuprofen exposure 

could increase cyanobacterial growth in the water.

Caffeine was found in high concentration in most of the sites. Caffeine is used 

as a stimulant in medicine; residue from beverages and other food products 

may be a contributor.

Even prescription drugs such as carbamazepine were found in the samples 

with the highest level at 1.35 microgram per litre.

After studying the hazard quotient, the researchers say that though the 

individual levels were small and cannot cause acute toxicity to the marine 

life, the mixture of compounds can cause chronic toxicity.

“We need more studies on the pharmaceutical residues as this is found to be 

an emerging problem in many countries. This not only affects the biodiversity 

of the river but can also lead to the rise of superbugs. Uncontrolled discharge 

of drug-containing effluents in our rivers and other water bodies can potentially 

make many microbes drug-resistant,” says Prof.Atul Mittal, one of the authors 

of the study. “Our sewage treatment plants are not designed to take care of 

these pharmaceutical compounds. Also, we have no guidelines or specific 

rules in place about this. We need to sensitize the government and this report 

is the first step toward it.”

The Valley of AI draws the ire of students
The authorities’ plan to turn Tübingen, a small city in southern Germany 

best known for its eponymous university, into an investment hub for artificial 

intelligence (AI) met with a hurdle last week when students and activists 

organised a demonstration.

Some of the companies that are making investments in this initiative, known as 

Cyber Valley, have close ties with the defence sector. The protesting students 
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said that they opposed both the “commercialisation” and “militarisation” of 

research.

“We decided to protest against these plans. We don’t want to have any kind 

of militarisation, neither of our university nor of our city,” said Maximillian Jan, 

23, a student of political science and part of a far-left group. Together with 

other students, he occupied one of the university buildings.

Tübingen has already become an investment destination for AI projects under 

Cyber Valley. Researchers from around the world visit the Valley regularly to 

explore projects. Political elites like the city’s Mayor continue to praise these 

developments. They deny any kind of militarisation of the city and argue 

that commercialisation of research has become inevitable. “I am worried that 

there is some fundamentalist resistance [against the Cyber Valley]. But it has 

absolutely nothing to do with militarisation and industrialisation. The idea that 

research never has to have commercial benefits is absurd. In such a case, 

you have to shut down major parts of the university,” said Tübingen Mayor 

Boris Palmer.

Technology giants like Google and Amazon are also involved in projects in the 

city. “We know that Google continues to research AI to help the U.S. military’s 

robot drones. Amazon also mishandles the data of millions of people,” said 

Mr. Jan.

Last March, Google’s involvement with Project Maven, a Pentagon programme, 

was revealed: the company is helping the U.S. government analyse drone 

footage by using AI. After a fierce backlash from both Google employees 

and technology critics, who see automated warfare as a dangerous slippery 

slope with ethical implications, Google decided to leave the programme after 

2019. Reportedly, the U.S. military is now developing armed drones with AI. 

In fact, such weapons have already been tested in U.S. bases.

“I think it is really important to call attention to such issues. But in today’s world, 

it has become more and more difficult to really prevent such developments. 
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Digitisation is everywhere and often it’s not easy to see to what it is linked to,” 

said Radwan Ali, 27, a student of media science at the university.

Military ties

Students also pointed out the presence of a number of smaller companies in 

the Cyber Valley that have close military ties. Syss is known for its work with 

the German military. According to anti-militarisation observers, it is preventing 

hacker attacks. Atos, another new firm in Tübingen, is mainly responsible for 

border surveillance and digital detection.

Several AI companies that have made investments in the Valley are involved 

with Airbus Defence & Space, which is running the German military’s 

surveillance satellites. The company is also known for running the military’s 

surveillance drones in war-hit countries like Mali and Afghanistan. Germany’s 

very first armed drones are going to be run by it.

“They [the government and the university leadership] turn their back to these 

facts. We will not accept that. But we also have to create more awareness in 

general for these issues,” said another student protester, who did not want to 

be named.

Auroville shows the way to eco-friendly lifestyle
The international township of Auroville is taking the lead in developing an 

eco-friendly lifestyle, with alternatives to plastics and innovative recycling or 

upcycling of non-biodegradable material.

Eco Service, a waste management company, has been at the forefront of a 

campaign against solid waste, specifically plastic and non-recyclable plastic 

materials, since its launch in 1984.

The venture has opened around 340 collection points across the township 

from where plastic materials, glasses and other types of solid waste are 

segregated. Around 10 to 12 tonnes of solid waste and plastic waste are 
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generated during the peak season — and about nine tonnes off-season — 

from October to March. About 60% of the waste is recycled and the remaining 

is landfilled.

Few may be aware that waste can be sorted into several categories. Here, it 

is segregated into 83 types. The Eco Service team first isolates plastic that 

can be recycled. At the sorting shed, the non-recyclable plastic is shredded 

into tiny particles. The waste is then mixed with cement concrete and used for 

construction of experimental walls on the premises.

The segregated plastic, except the multilayer type (packaging materials), 

is bundled and taken to dealers in Sedurapet and Mettupalayam in nearby 

Puducherry with a specific demand that they should not incinerate the waste 

as it would pose a threat to the environment.

“The recyclable waste is sold to recycling dealers for use as raw materials. 

The multilayer plastic is not landfilled and is only stored on the premises,” 

says K. Palani, an executive at Eco Service.

Youth roped in

Hoping to spread the message of a zero-waste policy, youth staying in the 

township have been sensitised to the importance of responsible waste 

disposal. They now lead by example, collecting waste dumped by tourists 

and visitors across the township on alternate Sundays.

Eco Service has also built an experimental wall in its sorting shed using 

thermocol and non-recyclable plastic wrappers.

The wall has been plastered using cement and is decorated with glass bottles 

of various colours and old solar panels.

“Our primary goal is to minimise as much as possible the impact of Auroville’s 

waste on the environment,” he said.

It is pointed out that the sustained awareness campaign among the households, 

guesthouses, communities, restaurants and organisations in Auroville has 
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now resulted in a 40% fall in the use of plastics.

SC directs Centre to declare 10 km area around national 
parks as eco-sensitive
The Supreme Court  directed the Union Environment Ministry to declare 10 

km area around 21 national parks and wildlife sanctuaries across the country 

as ‘eco-sensitive zones’.

A Bench led by Justice Madan B. Lokur took the initiative after its amicus 

curiae informed the court that the State governments have taken no effort to 

protect the area around these sanctuaries and parks.

The court recorded that the issue has been pending for the past 12 years.

The parks and sanctuaries are the Pobitora sanctuary in Assam; Hemis 

and Kishtewar national parks, Changthang, Hokersar, Trikuta sanctuaries 

in Jammu and Kashmir; Jogimatti, Thimlapura and YadahalliChinkara 

sanctuaries in Karnataka; DeolgaonRehekuri and Thane Creek Flamingo 

sanctuaries and the Malvan marine sanctuary in Maharashtra; SiroiNational 

Park and Khongjaingamba Ching sanctuary in Manipur; Baghmara Pitcher 

Plant sanctuary in Meghalaya; Fakim and Puliebadze and Rangapahar 

sanctuaries in Nagaland; Dr.BhimraoAmbedkar bird sanctuary and Pilibhit 

sanctuary in Uttar Pradesh and the Jorepokhri sanctuary in West Bengal.

The court ordered the Centre to make the declaration “at the earliest”. 

Any plea for modification by the States concerned should be made to the 

Environment Ministry in two weeks.

Migratory birds at Chilika face flu threat
Lakhs of migratory birds which have congregated at the Chilikalake are 

facing a threat to their lives following the detection of avian influenza virus 

barely a few kilometres away from the Nalabana Bird Sanctuary.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

Some crows and chickens were found dead inside poultry farms in 

Krushnaprasad block last week. Subsequently, samples were sent to the 

National Institute of High Security Animal Diseases, Bhopal, for testing.

The State government informed that the samples have tested positive for 

H5N1 virus and a massive culling operation would be undertaken from Friday 

inside private poultry farms in the affected villages.

The Puri district administration would cull birds within one km radius of the 

place where the carcasses were found. Besides, officers of animal husbandry 

department have been asked to intensify surveillance in 10 km-radius area.

“There is threat to migratory birds as avian flu was detected barely 5 km from 

the sanctuary limit. Bar-headed goose birds are most susceptible to H5N1 

virus, which is very contagious,” said Susanta Nanda, Chief Executive of 

Chilika Development Authority.

“No preventive action can be taken as it is difficult to sanitise such a large 

area of the Nalabana Bird Sanctuary. The Chilika Wildlife Division is prepared 

to face any emergency situation,” he added.

According to Mr. Nanda, more than seven lakh migratory birds have arrived 

at the Chilikalake this year.

After Gaja, Andhra Pradesh now braces for Cyclone Phethai
A severe cyclone, Phethai, is likely to hit the Andhra Pradesh coast  afternoon, 

the India Meteorological Department (IMD) warned in its latest weather 

forecast.

This is the fourth cyclone to hit the eastern coast this season, and comes 

about a month after cyclone Gaja hit the Tamil Nadu coast on 16 November, 

causing massive destruction. Earlier, cyclone Daye and very severe cyclone 

Titli ravaged coastal areas in Odisha and Andhra Pradesh.

“In the current season itself, the eastern coast has witnessed three cyclonic 
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storms— cyclone Daye, Titli, and Gaja. Now, one is forecast. It is the first time 

since 1985 when seven cyclones have hit the Indian coast in a year,” said M. 

Mohapatra, senior scientist and head, services, IMD.

The weather department said that the depression intensified into a deep 

depression and lay centred over southeast Bay of Bengal about 930km east-

southeast of Chennai and 1,090km south-southeast of Machilipatnam in 

Andhra Pradesh.

“It is very likely to intensify further into a severe cyclonic storm in the next 24 

hours (16-17 December) and move north-northwestwards and cross Andhra 

Pradesh coast between Ongole and Kakinada  afternoon,” IMD said in its 

forecast.

It is likely to make landfall  afternoon.

Very rough conditions persist over southeast and adjoining southwest Bay of 

Bengal and IMD warned fishermen not to venture into the south-west Bay of 

Bengal and along and off Andhra Pradesh, north Tamil Nadu and Puducherry 

coasts from 14 December to 17 December. “Those, who are out in deep sea 

areas are advised to return to the coast,” IMD said.

A warning of heavy to very heavy rainfall has been issued for isolated places 

over coastal Andhra Pradesh from 15 December evening. Some coastal areas 

could witness extremely heavy rainfall of more than 20cm on 16-17 December. 

Isolated places in south Chhattisgarh and Odisha could also witness heavy 

rainfall. Squally winds reaching 45-65kmph are likely to blow along and off 

Andhra Pradesh, north Tamil Nadu and Puducherry coasts from the evening 

of 15 December. These are likely to gust up to 100kmph from 17 December, 

IMD said.

The plastic question is hard to crack
Bryony Drought was frozen in the fruit section.
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To her left on a recent shopping trip, the 26-year-old London school teacher 

saw “normal” bananas, grown using pesticides and chemical fertilizer. On the 

right were organic bananas — swaddled in clear plastic wrap. Ms. Drought 

was exasperated, torn between a desire for natural eating and a commitment 

to use less plastic.

“What is the best option? It’s very difficult,” she says. “I follow lots of people 

on Instagram who are advocates for reducing plastic, and they are constantly 

coming out with statistics. I was reading one thing a few days ago, saying 

that in 2050 there is going to be more plastic in the ocean than fish...We need 

to stop what we’re doing.”

A high tide of journalism, activism, and corporate public relations has made 

plastic a priority for people around the globe. In an Orb Media online poll of 

42,000 people in 30 countries, a quarter said they were “extremely worried” 

about plastic’s impact on our world.

But heightened awareness has also bred confusion over people’s 

responsibilities and options, and the role of governments and industry in 

reducing plastic pollution. Twenty-one percent of survey respondents said 

the answer to plastic pollution is increased recycling, and 10% favoured 

reducing consumption, 

Answer broadly aligned with expert opinion. But thousands more suggested 

eliminating all plastic, or using alternative materials such as paper and glass, 

which studies show could be more harmful to the environment than plastic 

itself.

“There is a great deal of stress that is felt with this increased information,” 

says Norah MacKendrick, an environmental sociologist at Rutgers University. 

“Consumers feel like they are on their own.”

It’s conventional wisdom that the world has a plastic problem. Last month, 

the Collins Dictionary named “single-use” its Word of the Year, noting that 

use of the term for throwaway plastic has jumped 400% since 2013.
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Plastic is clearly an environmental crisis, with an estimated eight million 

animal-killing tonnes entering the oceans each year.

“There is just a smothering, and an overwhelming sense that you can’t control it,” 

says Basil Pather, conservation warden at the coastal Beachwood Mangrove 

Reserve in Durban, South Africa, where volunteers haul out between one 

and five tonnes of plastic dinnerware and containers every week.

Less prominent in the plastic narrative are emerging questions over 

microscopic plastic pollution in food, air, soil, and water, and the safety of 

chemical additives in plastic food packaging — areas where scientists are 

racing to learn the implications for human health.

Proposals to make consumer brands and plastic producers responsible for 

the cost of plastic waste are slowly taking shape. So is a revolution in product 

design that would make more plastic items easier to recycle. Packaging 

comprises fully 40% of the more than 380 million tonnes of plastic produced 

globally each year.

Try to go a day without touching plastic. Synthetic polymer is embedded in 

daily life, from clothing to furniture and medical care to your smartphone. It’s 

integral to a globalised food supply chain.

“Plastic is a great material for that application because it’s a water barrier, 

it’s an oxygen barrier, it’s lightweight and it helps preserve food,” says Arturo 

Castillo, an industrial ecologist at Imperial College in London. “So we have a 

lot of food packaging, and we need it.”

“Plastic is not a problem, but littering is a problem,” says B. Swaminathan, 

a veteran of the plastics industry in Asia and Africa. “You’re shooting the 

messenger.”

Mr. Swaminathan’s messenger is taking a beating.

Jurisdictions around the world, including the European Union, are moving to 

restrict disposable items such as plates and straws. At least 33 countries ban 

plastic bags, but enforcement is spotty. Kenya has one of the most stringent 
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bans — five manufacturers and 70 distributors were prosecuted there in 

the first half of 2018. But banned disposable bags have been replaced with 

thicker, ostensibly-reusable, bags of polypropylene fibre — in other words, 

more plastic. These are now appearing as street litter, says Abel Kamau of 

the Kenyan Association of Manufacturers. Kenyan officials are aware of the 

problem, and are developing standards for sustainable bags, says Cyrille-

LazareSiewe of the United Nations Environmental Program.

Perfect solutions elusive

Take compostable plastic bags. The name suggests gardens and mulch. 

But compostable plastic cannot degrade in nature; it has to be separated 

from other waste and heated to 70 degrees Celsius at an industrial facility. 

Others see bioplastics, made from plants, as an answer, but most bioplastics 

are molecularly similar to plastic made from petroleum, with the same 

environmental hazards, experts say.

As much as 10% of Orb’s survey respondents recommended using glass 

containers. But studies show that making and moving glass bottles uses 

nearly five times more energy than plastic.

Similarly, 73% of Americans surveyed by Gallup think paper bags are greener 

than plastic — a natural assumption. Analyses of both materials’ lifecycles, 

however, show plastic bag production causes significantly less air and water 

pollution.

“You are in the plastic age,” says Indian plastics titan P. Marimuthu, who 

produces more than two billion forks, trays, yoghurt cups, and shampoo 

bottles each year. “What is the alternative to plastic? Nobody gives an answer 

to this.”

Meanwhile, momentum is growing to force manufacturers to change product 

and package design to make reuse and recycling easier. Today, most 

packaging contains too many different materials to be easily recycled — a 
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waste of waste, explains Ben Johnson of Suez Waste and Recovery UK.

Many experts now say plastic producers or consumer brands should pay for 

the disposal of their packaging, instead of pushing the cost onto communities. 

“Shampoo, soap, cosmetics, groceries, shaving cream, toothpaste. They are 

discarded, right?” says Mr. Swaminathan. “Now, where are these coming 

from? These are coming from the brand owners, the large, big companies.” 

Industry organisations counter that new rules will hinder innovation.

Under proposed “Extended Producer Responsibility” rules that are gaining 

traction in Europe and elsewhere, “if you’ve got a terrible material that is 

never going to be recycled, you pay a higher fee” for disposal, Mr. Johnson 

says over the clamour of conveyors and sorting machines at a plant in 

Avonmouth, England. Products with difficult packaging “would be more 

expensive fundamentally, and the good, better ones would be cheaper” for 

consumers.

The human factor

Research by Sarah Whitley of Oklahoma State University shows how the 

mood of a community can affect recycling rates. At the University of Maryland 

in College Park, the average weight of campus recycling was nearly 50% 

higher after a college basketball victory than after a loss or tie. Further, Ms. 

Whitley’s analysis of municipal data found that the total mass of household 

recycling collected in the London borough of Kensington fell on rainy days by 

one kilogram for every millimeter of precipitation.

With such complexity, it’s natural to pine for “a perfect solution to those floating 

islands of plastic out in the sea,” says Dominique Broussard, who researches 

science, media, and policy at the University of Wisconsin.

Overlooked, for now, are issues that can’t be mitigated by recycling or 

resolved with a canvas shopping bag.

One is microplastic. Since Orb Media first reported microscopic plastic 

contamination in bottled water last March, new studies have found these 
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contaminants in German mineral water, South African tap water, and Italian 

soft drinks. No one knows if consuming microplastic is harmful or not. It’s an 

emerging area of research, one the World Health Organization is working to 

assess.

Even in a future where improved product design and new regulations reduce 

plastic waste, questions over the safety of chemicals in food packaging will 

still have to be addressed. Researchers have found dozens of hazardous 

chemicals that are approved for use in plastic. For example, six chemicals the 

European Union has declared too toxic for use in plastic toys are nevertheless 

permitted for food packaging, according to a recent study.

So what’s London shopper Bryony Drought, or any of us, to do?

Real changes will only come through government action, says Ms. 

MacKendrick, author of “Better Safe Than Sorry: How Consumers Navigate 

Exposure to Everyday Toxics.” “Make the best choice that you think you can 

make, but stop feeling guilty about it,” Ms. MacKendrick says. “Direct that 

sense of frustration [and] anxiety... at the organisations and institutions that 

are responsible for making the decisions about what ends up in our grocery 

stores in the first place.”

Nations inch towards climate deal at UN summit
Nations  inched towards a deal to implement the Paris climate goals, after 

all-night negotiations over a plan to limit global temperature rises exposed a 

range of conflicts.

Speaking to AFP at the COP24 summit in Poland, a senior negotiator 

said delegates from nearly 200 nations had reached a “landing zone” of 

agreement.

But sources close to the talks said differences remained stark on the issues 

of ambition, how the climate fight is funded and how best to measure and 
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ensure the fairness of each nation’s efforts to reduce emissions.

Common rule book

Delegates at the UN summit, held this year in the Polish mining city of 

Katowice, must agree on a common rule book to put the pledges made at the 

landmark 2015 Paris talks into practice.

This means all countries, rich and poor alike, must agree to action that will 

cap global temperature rises to “well below” two degrees Celsius and stave 

off the worst effects of planetary warming, and to a safer cap of 1.5 degree 

Celsius, if possible.

Decision delayed

The final draft decision text was repeatedly delayed as negotiators sought to 

form guidelines that are effective in slashing emissions while protecting the 

economies of both rich and poor nations alike.

“Without a clear rulebook, we won’t see how countries are tracking, whether 

they are actually doing what they say they are doing,” Canada’s Environment 

Minister Catherine McKenna told AFP.

Earlier in the day, GebruJemberEndalew, chair of the Least Developed 

Countries negotiating group, said delegates had reached a “landing zone” of 

compromise after negotiations sailed past their Friday deadline and deep into 

the weekend.

“It is a bit difficult to compromise when there are 190-plus countries,” he told 

AFP.

At the heart of the matter is how each nation funds action to mitigate and 

adapts to climate change, as well as how those actions are reported.

Developing nations want more clarity from richer ones over how the future 

climate fight will be funded and have been pushing for so-called “loss and 

damage” measures.

This would see richer countries giving money now to help deal with the effects 
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of climate change many vulnerable states are already experiencing.

Contentious issue

Another contentious issue concerns the integrity of carbon markets, looking 

ahead to the day when the patchwork of distinct exchanges — in China, the 

European Union, parts of the United States — may be joined up in a global 

system.

“To tap that potential, you have to get the rules right,” said Alex Hanafi, lead 

counsel for the Environmental Defense Fund in the United States.

“One of that key rule — which is the bedrock of carbon markets — is no 

double counting of emissions reductions.”

The Paris Agreement calls for setting up a mechanism to guard against 

practices that could undermine such a market, but finding a solution has 

proved so problematic that the debate has been kicked down the road to next 

year.

Some observers had accused Brazil of seeking to muddy the date by which 

the provisions should enter into force.

IIT researchers 3D bioprint load-bearing bones
Researchers from Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Delhi and IIT Kanpur 

have used a different approach to mimic the development biology pathway 

by which adult load-bearing, long bones are formed. The bone construct was 

fabricated by combining tissue engineering and 3D bioprinting. The study 

also helped in understanding the detailed gene expression and sequential 

signalling pathways that get upregulated when embryonic-stage cartilage 

becomes bone-like cells.

How bones form

There are two ways in which bones are formed. In the case of cranial bones 

(which are not load-bearing), mesenchymal stem cells directly differentiate 
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into bones without being converted into a cartilage. However, in the case 

of load-bearing, long bones, such as femur, stem cells first form a cartilage 

template, which then undergoes further differentiation to form bone cells. 

Bones formed from a cartilage template are designed to bear weight.

Till date, all attempts to develop load-bearing bones using different scaffolds 

have been by differentiating the stem cells directly into bone cells thus 

bypassing the crucial, intermediate stage of cartilage formation. “The efficacy 

of such bone constructs is yet to be demonstrated in bearing loads. There is 

very poor correlation between bone constructs developed in vitro and in vivo . 

Also, gene expression pattern of these tissue-engineered bones largely differ 

from human adult bone,” says Prof.Sourabh Ghosh from the Department of 

Textile Technology at IIT Delhi and one of the corresponding authors of a 

paper published in the journal ACS Biomaterials Science & Engineering.

In a paper published last year in the journal Bioprinting, the same team used 

3D bioprinting and bioink (which contains silk proteins, mesenchymal stem 

cells and growth factors) to tissue engineer the cartilage.

In the latest work, the cartilage was first 3D bioprinted using bioink and 

cartilage characteristics were thoroughly characterised. The researchers 

then added a thyroid hormone (Triiodothyronine or T3) to the cartilage to 

facilitate the differentiation of cartilage into bone-like cells.

Stark difference

Unlike bone cells formed directly from stem cells, bones formed through 

cartilage differentiation in the lab exhibited a stark difference — gene and 

protein expressions were similar to when bone development occurs naturally 

in the body.

Also, the three key cellular signaling pathways for osteogenic differentiation 

were found to be upregulated. “When we followed a different strategy to 

develop bone there is more similarity to limb skeleton development in vivo,” 

says Prof. Ghosh.
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“The load-bearing capacity of a bone depends primarily on the quality of 

extracellular matrix. In loading-bearing bones, the extra cellular matrix 

comprises 95% while bone cells are just 5%. So if you are trying to fabricate 

a load-bearing bone construct it is better to have more extracellular matrix,” 

says Prof.AmitabhaBandyopadhyay from the Department of Biological 

Sciences and Bioengineering at IIT Kanpur and another corresponding author 

of the latest paper. “Compared to bone formed directly from stem cells, the 

extracellular matrix of the bone construct developed through the intermediate 

cartilage process was 10s of times higher.”

“We followed a four-step process to develop the load-bearing bone. We first 

developed chondrocytes (cartilage) from stem cells and then differentiated 

them into hypertrophic chondrocytes. During this process, the sponge-

like cartilage becomes a brittle tissue. While the brittleness is not good for 

cartilage, here it is following the development biology mechanism to become 

a bone,” says Prof. Ghosh. In the third step, the hypertrophic chondrocytes 

differentiate into bone-like cells (osteoblasts) and finally to adult bone cells 

(osteocytes).

While it takes three weeks for the cartilage to be formed from mesenchymel 

stem cells (chondrogenesis), it takes another two weeks for bone formation 

(osteogenesis).

Though the paper does not report on mechanical properties of the bone 

construct, Prof. Ghosh says mechanical studies carried out show better 

results than when the bone has been developed directly from stem cells. The 

team plans to undertake studies on animals.

IISER Pune develops new model of evolution of bacterial 
colonies
Researchers from Indian Institute of Science Education and Research (IISER) 
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Pune propose a change in the way epidemiologists estimate the growth 

and adaptation rate of bacteria. The paper, to be published in Evolutionary 

Biology,poses this challenge to both theoreticians and experimentalists 

who are studying the growth of asexual populations subject to periodic 

bottlenecks.

Bacteria enter the body of a host organism and multiply into billions. But 

the population is not steadily growing within the body. There are periodic 

instances, known as bottlenecks, when they are purged in huge numbers. 

This could be, for example, when the host sneezes or defecates. On these 

occasions the bacteria gets into the body of a second host and spreads there. 

So the number of bacteria in the first host decreases considerably at the 

time of bottlenecks. In performing calculations, it is of interest to know which 

number to take as the estimate of population size of the bacteria, as this will 

also decide how they grow and proliferate. This size is related to and directly 

affects the extent or rate of adaptation, which is a measure of how much a 

trait has changed compared to the ancestor. The rate or extent of adaptation 

is ultimately the quantity that researchers seek to estimate or measure.

Harmonic mean

A longstanding assumption made by researchers is that a quantity called the 

harmonic mean decides the rate of adaptation of the bacteria. The harmonic 

mean is the product of the population size at the bottleneck ( NO ) and the 

number of generations between two successive bottlenecks ( g ). However, 

there has been no empirical or theoretical test for the validity of the harmonic 

mean as a predictor of the extent of adaptation.

“As a starting point, we performed experiments on E. coli populations to test if 

the harmonic mean of population size ( NOg ) can predict extent of adaptation. 

Our experiments revealed that this does not hold,” says SutirthDey of IISER 

Pune who is an author of the paper.

Knowing the extent of adaptation is of interest, both theoretically and practically. 
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When epidemiologists estimate the way a disease spreads, they frequently 

have to make predictions about the rate at which various types of bacteria will 

evolve under different conditions.

The researchers then simulated the growth of asexual populations (those 

that multiply via fission) using their proposed model and found g, the number 

of generations between bottlenecks, to have a complex relationship with the 

rate of adaptation. While it partly enhances the extent of adaptation, they also 

obtained the counter-intuitive result that higher values of g decreased the 

extent of adaptation. This is counter-intuitive, because when there are more 

generations between two bottlenecks, it would appear that there are more 

fissions, and hence a greater scope for variation and adaptation. Because 

of this they propose in this paper that rather than using NOg , the factor NO/

g where gvaries inversely should be used to calculate extent of adaptation.

“We have not yet provided an analytical proof for this – we are working on it. 

Meanwhile this result is an invitation for theoreticians and experimentalists 

to re-examine some fundamental assumptions about how bacteria evolve,” 

says Dr Dey.

New markers to monitor TB treatment
Besides treatment, there is an urgent need for monitoring tuberculosis 

treatment to achieve better results. Researchers from the National Jalma 

Institute for Leprosy and Other Mycobacterial Diseases, have succeeded 

in identifying a couple of cell-based markers to study the response of TB 

patients to treatment.

Currently, studying the sputum of the patient using microscope is the only 

tool for treatment monitoring. “Sometimes patients can’t produce sputum, 

especially children and elderly patients. And when the patient is undergoing 

treatment also, he does not produce enough sputum. The microscopy method 
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has low sensitivity - it needs atleast 10,000 bacilli/mL to detect properly,” 

explains Dr.Sonali Agrawal, who completed her PhD from the Institute. She 

is the first author of the study published in Frontiers in Immunology.

The researchers collected blood samples from about 15 individuals, who 

were newly diagnosed with pulmonary TB and studied the expression of 

immune cell associated markers - T regulatory markers and Th17 associated 

markers.

Flow cytometry

The expression of cell-associated markers was studied by flow cytometry. 

This technique involves adding specific antibodies against cell-associated 

markers of interest. These antibodies carry specific fluorophores (or fluorescent 

tags) which when excited by laser emits fluorescence. The number of cells 

that carries a specific marker and multiple cell-associated markers can be 

detected by the flow cytometer.

The individuals were undergoing anti-TB treatment for new smear-positive 

pulmonary TB (referred to as category I patients) and these markers were 

analysed again after two, four and six months. They found a significant 

decrease in the expression of CD25 marker and the subset of T regulatory cells 

(CD4+CD25+) and this decline was gradual as the treatment continued.

The authors note that these cells can act as better markers for monitoring 

the treatment efficacy. Though previous studies have shown an association 

between T- regulatory cells and Mycobacterium load, this is the first study to 

establish the link in TB treatment by monitoring at different time points.

“This is pilot study and needs movalidation. We are planning to carry out 

studies in a larger cohort,” says Dr.Madhan Kumar, Scientist from the 

Department of Immunology at the institute and corresponding author of the 

paper. “We are also working on developing a panel of more immune specific 

markers and take the test to the field, which may also help in predicting failure 

cases if studied on those lines. We observed that a subset of T regulatory 
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cells, CD4+CD25+FoxP3 declined in patients who had resolved cavitary 

lesions by chest X-rays by the end of treatment. Thus this marker could also 

be useful in predicting favourable response in patients with extensive lung 

lesions”.

Mutations that influence bipolar disorder, schizophrenia 
identified
By sequencing the exome (the part of the genome composed of exons that 

gets translated into proteins) of 32 people from eight families who suffer 

from mental illness such as bipolar disorder, schizophrenia and psychosis, 

Bengaluru-based researchers have identified 42 rare mutations in the genes 

implicated in very severe mental disorders.

Heritability

Mental illnesses such as bipolar disorder, schizophrenia and psychosis have 

nearly 80% chances of heritability, which indicates a genetic component. 

However, variations in a single gene cannot account for the manifestation of 

the disease. “So we adopted an approach to maximise the potential to identify 

the genetic components that influence the disease. This we did by studying 

the members of the same family who have the disease,” says Dr.Odity 

Mukherjee from Institute for Stem Cell Biology and Regenerative Medicine 

(inStem), Bengaluru and corresponding author of a paper published in the 

journalPsychiatry and Clinical Neurosciences.

Three-step process

The variants were identified through a three-step process — the variant 

should cause significant perturbation to the gene, should be shared across 

affected members within a family, and should not be present in healthy 

control. Eight healthy people from five of the eight families and 25 individuals 

who have no history of severe mental illnesses were used as controls.
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Not all the 32 people with mental illness had all the 42 variants. Each family 

has its own set of unique variants shared among its affected members, while 

also having more common variants shared across families that somehow 

cause similar kind of disorder, the researchers found.

“We have identified variations in the genes which we believe influences the 

clinical outcomes. But we are yet to understand how these variations influence 

the clinical outcomes,” Dr. Mukherjee says.

“The interesting part of our study is that the variants we identified are in genes 

that cause severe neurological disease or aberrant brain development. 

The variants [mutations] that cause neurological disease or aberrant brain 

development are not in exactly the same location in the gene that causes 

syndromes such as spinocerebellar ataxia and Cornelia de Lange syndrome,” 

says Dr. Sanjeev Jain from the Department of Psychiatry at the National 

Institute of Mental Health and Neurosciences (NIMHANS), Bengaluru and 

co-author of the paper.

Complexity unravelled

The fact that the identified variations overlap with genes involved in both 

brain development, and brain degeneration, and also in genes that have been 

identified in other data sets suggests that the complexity of these diseases 

can be slowly, but surely, unravelled, says Dr. Jain.

“We identify variants in genes hitherto not reported in the context of severe 

mental illness, but that could potentially contribute to disease biology,” the 

authors write in the paper.

The researchers are planning to use induced pluripotent stem cell lines from 

these families and brain cells in vitro to understand how the variants affect 

the working of the brain cells. “This will help us understand how the genetic 

variants though different in each family cause similar kind of illnesses,” says 

Dr. Jain.
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Now, graphene can detect brain disorders
Graphene, a form of carbon and a super-strong, ultra-light material discovered 

in 2004, enables flexible electronic components, enhances solar cell capacity, 

and promises to revolutionise batteries. Now scientists have added one more 

use to this list.

Detecting ALS

They have found a potential new application of this material for detecting 

Amyotrophic Lateral Sclerosis (ALS) — a progressive brain disorder for 

which there is currently “no objective diagnostic test.” This is described in the 

journalApplied Materials & Interfaces of the American Chemical Society.

ALS is characterised by rapid loss of motor neurons controlling skeletal 

muscles, leading to paralysis.

“We have a new exciting work on the application of graphene that may one 

day be used to test for ALS and other neurodegenerative diseases”, co–first 

author BijentimalaKeisham, a PhD candidate working under Vikas Berry, 

Associate Professor of Chemical Engineering at the University of Illinois in 

Chicago (UIC), told this correspondent in an email.

Graphene consists of a single layer of carbon atoms arranged in a hexagonal 

lattice, each atom bound to its neighbours by chemical bonds. The elasticity 

of these bonds produces resonant vibrations known as phonons.

Graphene’s use to detect ALS exploits its ability to change these resonant 

vibrations in a very specific and quantifiable way when an extraneous molecule 

is introduced into the lattice, says the report. The foreign molecule affects the 

vibrational energies of graphene and the changes can be “accurately mapped 

using Raman spectroscopy”, a technique commonly used in chemistry to 

provide a structural fingerprint by which molecules can be identified.

In their study the UIC team found a distinct change in the vibrational 

characteristics of graphene when Cerebro-Spinal Fluid (CSF) — found in the 

brain and the spinal cord — from patients with ALS was added to it. The 
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researchers carried out the test using the CSF from 13 people with ALS; 

three people with multiple sclerosis (MS) and three people with an unknown 

neurodegenerative disease.

Three changes

“The changes in graphene’s phonon vibration–energies, as measured by 

Raman spectroscopy, were unique and distinct,” Keisham said. “These 

distinct changes accurately predicted what kind of patient the CSF came 

from — one with ALS, MS or no neurodegenerative disease.”

The authors, however, add this strategy does not analyse the Raman signal of 

the CSF but rather “looks at the change in the Raman signal from interfaced 

graphene”.

“In summary, we demonstrate a robust system to investigate ALS by using 

graphene,” says the report. “The results suggest that our graphene platform 

can be used not only to potentially diagnose ALS, but also to monitor its 

progression,” it says.

ISRO’s GSAT-7A to add muscle to Air Force
Military communication satellite GSAT-7A, due to be launched on December 

19 evening from Sriharikota, is expected to add a new space-based dimension 

to the way Indian Air Force interlinks, operates and communicates with its 

aircraft.

Although all Indian communication satellites offer capacity to the armed forces, 

GSAT-7A will be the first one built primarily for the IAF to qualitatively unify its 

assets and improve combined, common intelligence during operations. With 

integrated action being a buzzword it will also support aerial activities of the 

Army and the Navy where required.

“About 70% of it would be for the Air Force and the rest for the needs of 

the Army,” said a source in Delhi. The ground force’s Army Aviation Corps 
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operates many helicopters, uses UAVs and will acquire fixed wing aircraft in 

future — all for surveillance and rescue missions.

Multiple sources said the satellite using Ku band will enable superior real 

time aircraft-to-aircraft communication; and between planes that are in flight 

and their commanders on the ground.

It would enhance by many times the coverage now provided by ground 

communication systems such as radars and stations of the Army.

Out-of-sight and remote areas where ground infrastructure and signals are 

difficult would get into the critical information loop.

Forward leap

A military veteran said, “It will be a very important step towards what we call 

network-centric operations or warfare. It will enable communication and data 

linking at forward places and air defence centres. Pilots can communicate 

much better with headquarters while they fly. Headquarters can receive data 

in real time.”

Since August 2013, the Navy has a satellite largely for its use, the GSAT-7, 

for similarly linking its ships to command on land.

The GSAT-7A/ GSLV-F11 mission will also wrap up the calendar year for 

the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO). The GSLV-F11 space 

vehicle will release it to an eventual geostationary orbit about 36,000 km 

from Earth.

However, it will become fully functional after a month of testing payloads.

In 2018, ISRO launched GSAT-11 on December 5 on a European vehicle 

from Kourou, GSAT-29 on November 14 on its GSLV-MkIII vehicle from 

Sriharikota, and the ill-fated GSAT-6A on March 29 from Sriharikota.

IAF plane takes to the air on blended bio-fuel
For the first time, an An-32 transport aircraft of the Indian Air Force (IAF) flew 
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with blended bio-jet fuel produced from Jatropha oil, unlocking the possibility 

of gradually expanding it to the entire service at some point. This has the dual 

benefit of reducing the carbon footprint as well as usage of fossil fuels.

“The maiden IAF flight of December 17, 2018 was flown by highly qualified 

test pilots from the Aircraft and System Testing Establishment (ASTE), 

under the supervision of Air Officer Commanding, Chandigarh,” Wg. Cdr. A 

Shrivastava, Research Fellow at the Centre for Air Power Studies, wrote in 

an article published on the think tank’s website.

He said India had thus joined a league of select nations to have “developed, 

tested and certified” a single step Hydro-processed Renewable Jet (HRJ) 

process to convert non-edible oil into biofuel for use on military aircraft.

“IAF carried out extensive engine tests on the ground. This is now followed 

by flight trials using 10% bio-jet blended Aviation Turbine Fuel (ATF),” the IAF 

said in a statement.

Cleared last week

Air Chief Marshal BS Dhanoa had earlier announced that the IAF intended 

to fly the An-32 with 10% bio-jet fuel at the Republic Day flypast on January 

26 next year.

This bio-jet fuel technology was developed by the Indian Institute of Petroleum 

(IIP) under the Council of Scientific and Industrial Research (CSIR) in 2009 

and tested between 2011 and 2013.

Following extensive evaluation, including performance ground runs on the 

aero-engine since 2018, the Centre for Military Airworthiness and Certification 

(CEMILAC) cleared the trial flight last week.

ISRO’s ‘angry bird’ takes to the skies
An anxious ISRO Chairman K. Sivan  watched the flight path of the GSLV-

F11 intently as it soared into the evening sky carrying communication satellite 
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GSAT-7A, meant to enhance the communication infrastructure of the Indian 

Air Force.

Three key factors had weighed on the minds of the launch team at ISRO 

— the weight of the satellite, changes made to the cryogenic stage and the 

second stage of the vehicle to increase payload capacity, and the possibility 

of a cyclone looming on the coast that finally changed track gave anxious 

moments to the team.

Heaviest satellite

In its Mk-II version, the GSLV with the indigenous cryogenic stage carried on 

board its heaviest satellite that weighed 2,250 kg, from the second launch 

pad of the Satish Dhawan Space Centre, SHAR, here at 4.10 p.m.

“[In] the vehicle, the second stage propellant loading has been increased 

from 37.5 tonnes to 40 tonnes, and cryogenic stage propellant loading has 

been increased from 12 tonnes to 15 tonnes along with enhanced thrust 

value for the cryogenic stage,” Mr. Sivan said after the satellite was placed 

in a ‘super synchronous transfer orbit’, a little over 19 minutes after launch to 

enhance its life, pegged at eight years.

Though the Mission Control team remained tight-lipped about the purported 

use of the satellite, sources in ISRO and the Indian Air Force said the 

satellite would enhance the communication capabilities of IAF. “This is 

primarily for the Indian Air Force’s communication purposes, such as ground 

to air communication,” one of the sources told The Hindu . The satellite, 

being dubbed as ‘angry bird’ by some, is likely to enhance the range of 

communication and also aid in aircraft to aircraft communication.

“There is always further improvements in GSLV… in the coming GSLV F10s 

and F12 missions we are going to make bigger payload compartment to 

accommodate still bigger spacecraft and that is another important challenge 

in front of us and we are getting ready with that change as well to make 

sure that GSLV continues to remain very successful and rugged vehicle like 
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PSLV,” said S. Somanath, Director, Vikram Sarabhai Space Centre.

With ISRO ending the year on a high, having completed 17 missions, Mr. 

Sivan said he had a ‘great gift’ for his staff. “This year, we completed 17 

missions. It is a very good number. The gift is... next year, we are going to 

have around 32 missions.”

Force multiplier

“It will be a major booster and force multiplier for the Indian Air Force. When 

we talk of a network-centric warfare, such type of systems will help achieve 

full network centricity. From that perspective, it’s a major value addition to the 

IAF,” said Ajay Lele, Senior Fellow at the Institute for Defence Studies and 

Analyses (IDSA).

Satellite gives IAF a shot in the arm
Air Chief Marshal B.S. Dhanoa said  that the launch of satellite GSAT-7A 

would enhance the networking and communication capabilities of the Air 

Force.

Big push

“We have several platforms (aircraft) which have capabilities of communication 

through satellite. The communication to the platform (aircraft) through the 

satellite will be made possible with this launch,” he said.

The satellite is expected to enable the force to interlink different ground radar 

stations, ground airbase and airborne early warning and control (AWACS) 

aircraft.

Mr. Dhanoa was at the Jodhpur airbase to interact with the contingents and 

officials of the Indian Air Force and the Russian Aerospace Forces, who are 

participating in the joint exercise, ‘Aviaindra 18’, which will end on December 

21.
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In Meghalaya, flouting the ban on mining
An ‘underground economy’ has for long been known to fuel Meghalaya’s 

politics. It has taken the collapse of a coal mine and – in all probability – the 

death of at least 15 miners for the reality of illegal mining to hit hard.

The accident on December 13, when the miners struck an aquifer leading to 

the flooding of a 370-foot mine, was the first after the National Green Tribunal 

(NGT) banned unscientific ‘rat-hole mining’ in the State on April 17, 2014.

Where is the mine?

The mine, about 130 km from the capital Shillong, is at Ksan near the river 

Lytein in the Saipung area of East Jaintia Hills, one of eight mining districts 

of the State.

The site is 48 km from where rights and anti-mining activist Agnes Kharshiing 

was assaulted a month ago for her campaign against illegal mining. East 

Jaintia Hills has a major share of an estimated coal reserve of 576 million 

tonnes in the State, which also has substantial deposits of limestone and 

other minerals. Much of the coal sent out of Meghalaya before the NGT ban 

was from this district. An assessment by a committee, constituted by the 

NGT, recorded the highest amount of extracted coal — 3.7 million tonnes of 

a total 6.5 million tonnes — in the State in September 2014.

What prompted the NGT ban?

The NGT ban, retained in 2015, followed a petition filed by the All Dimasa 

Students’ Union in Assam. The union had cited a study by O.P. Singh of 

the North Eastern Hill University that said mining in the coal belts and coal 

stockpiles in the Jaintia Hills areas were polluting rivers and streams flowing 

down to Assam’s Dima Hasao district, killing aquatic life and rendering the 

water unfit for drinking or irrigation. Apart from the ecological impact, the NGT 

observed that “there is umpteen number of cases where by virtue of rat-hole 

mining, during the rainy season, water flooded into the mining areas resulting 

in the death of many.” The trigger for the ban was the case of 15 miners 
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trapped fatally inside a flooded mine in the South Garo Hills in July 2012. 

In between, a Shillong-based NGO filed a public interest litigation petition 

against illegal coal mining, claiming the rat-hole mines employed 70,000 child 

labourers. The government later said only 222 children were found working 

in the mines.

What is rat-hole mining?

Coal mining in Meghalaya, financed by businessmen from outside, took off 

commercially in the 1980s. Since much of the State’s land is community-

owned, it was easy for the moneyed locals to purchase land and employ 

non-tribal labourers to burrow for maximum profit. Rat-hole mining, involving 

digging of tunnels 3-4 feet high, was the most preferred to strike at narrow 

coal seams deeper inside the hills.

The less dangerous of two methods of digging tunnels is side-cutting on the 

slopes. The other method entails digging a rectangular pit vertically to a depth 

of up to 400 metres. Rat-hole-sized tunnels are dug horizontally wherever 

the coal seams are found for the workers to crawl in and out. The NGT found 

these techniques unscientific and unsafe for workers.

Why does it continue?

Many who matter in Meghalaya own a coal mine or are associated with the 

trade. They include politicians, bureaucrats, police officers and extremists. 

In 2015, the State government said the ban would cost it Rs. 600 crore in 

revenue. The high stakes involved had made political parties promise reopen 

coal mines during the February Assembly election.

Chief Minister Conrad Sangma, earlier in denial mode, has admitted after the 

accident that illegal mining does happen. He has promised appropriate action 

but at the same time said mining activities are spread across too vast an area 

to monitor.

Activists are sceptical; , an affidavit in the Meghalaya High Court pointed out 

that the prime accused in the mob attack on Ms. Kharshiing and her associate 
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AmitaSangma was a leader of the ruling National People’s Party and there 

was no hope of a “meaningful investigation” because of a nexus among the 

coal mafia, the police and politicians.

Nuclear-capable Agni-IV missile successfully test-fired
India  successfully test-fired its nuclear-capable long-range ballistic missile 

Agni-IV, with a strike range of 4,000 km. The flight was tested from Integrated 

Test Range at the Dr. Abdul Kalam Island near here. The indigenously 

developed Agni-IV is a two-stage missile. 

Another olive ridley nesting site soon
The Odisha forest department is all set to add another olive ridley mass 

nesting site to its wildlife map.

It has started preparing the beach at the Bahuda river mouth in Ganjam district 

to lure the endangered turtles to come over for mass nesting next year.

Around 3-km stretch of the beach from Sunapur to Anantpur at Bahuda 

rookery is being developed as a possible olive ridley mass nesting site. The 

Bahuda rookery is located around 20 km to the south of Rushikulya rookery 

coast, a major mass nesting site of olive ridleys on the Indian coastline.

Berhampur Divisional Forest Officer AshisBehera said the Bahuda rookery 

coast has been cleaned up once already and it will be thoroughly cleaned up 

again before the start of the mass nesting season in February. “The forest 

department has decided to fence off around 2-km stretch of the beach near 

Bahuda river mouth to protect the turtles during the nesting season,” the DFO 

said.

Encouraging signs

This year, a few hundred olive ridleys had nested at Bahuda river mouth in 

February. This encouraged the forest department to develop it as a second 
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mass nesting site for the turtles on the Ganjam coast. At present, mating 

olive ridleys are being sighted near the Bahuda rookery. It is being hoped 

that the turtles will find the beach conducive and their mass nesting number 

at Bahuda will increase in 2019.

Marine fishermen in the area have been requested to refrain from using gill 

nets during fishing as that can kill the turtles. Fishermen near Rushikulya 

rookery do not use such nets. With the support of local residents, efforts are 

being made to reduce polythene pollution caused by tourists and picnickers 

at Bahuda river mouth to keep the sand clean for mass nesting.

Local fishermen say around two decades ago thousands of olive ridleys used 

to nest at Bahuda coast, which for some reason diminished with time.

River Dolphins go missing in Sunderbans as water salinity 
rises
Rise in salinity in the water system that makes the Indian Sunderbans has 

resulted in a decrease in population of the Ganges River Dolphins in the 

region.

A recent study covering 100 km of rivers and channels around the Sunderbans 

has revealed that the national aquatic animal is no longer sighted in the 

central and eastern parts of the archipelago. Only in the western part of 

Sunderbans, where the salinity is lower, could researchers find some 

evidence of the species.

The details of the study have been published in Journal of Threatened 

Taxa , in an article titled Possible Range Decline of Ganges River Dolphin 

PlatanistaGangetica in Indian Sundarban . The paper, authored by 

SangitaMitra and Mahua Roy Chowdhury, states that “sighting records in 

the present study reveal that distribution of GRD (Ganges River Dolphin) is 

influenced by the salinity level of the waterways”.
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“The study is indicative of how natural changes, including the phenomenon 

of climate change, and human interventions in the Indian Sunderbans are 

having an adverse impact on the habitat of the species” Ms Mitra told The 

Hindu.

Ms. Roy Chowdhury, the other researcher who carried out the study from 

2012 to 2016, said that because of its unique body shape, it becomes difficult 

for the dolphin to remain submerged in waters with high salinity. According to 

her, freshwater flow to the Sunderbans is crucial for the subsistence of these 

species. She pointed out that the hyper-saline zone in the central part of the 

Sunderbans, which includes areas such as Raidighi and Patharpratima, has 

lost connectivity with the upstream freshwater flow. Though there is some 

fresh water connectivity and flows in the eastern part, salinity levels were still 

high and there was therefore no evidence of the Ganges River Dolphin in this 

region.

The rise in sea level, triggered by climate change, is one of the reasons 

for the increase in salinity of waters of rivers and channels. “Hydrological 

modifications like water diversion and commission of large barrages upstream 

have had a great impact on the salinity profile of the rivers downstream in the 

Sunderbans,” the publication stated.

In the study, the researchers noted a higher rate of encounter with the species 

in rivers and stretches that had limited use of motorised boats, less river traffic 

and more country boats. The encounter rate was higher by almost 55 % in 

such stretches, the publication stated.

Classified as endangered by the IUCN Red List, the species was once found 

in tributaries of the Ganga in West Bengal. Researchers and experts said the 

sighting of the dolphin has dipped over the years in the 534-km stretch from 

Farakka Barrage to Sunderbans.
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Delhi researchers develop an algorithm to detect rare cells
Much like finding a needle in a haystack, identifying rare cells from a dataset 

comprising millions of cells can be hugely daunting. Now, a new algorithm 

developed by Delhi-based researchers makes it easy — it can find rare cells 

from a very large pool of cells in a matter of seconds.

The algorithm — Finder of Rare Entities (FiRE) — assigns a rareness score 

to each cell that is computed based on the gene expression profile of about 

twenty thousand genes. Cells having scores above a certain threshold are 

reported as rare cells. Besides being fast, initial studies show that the new 

algorithm has superior sensitivity and specificity compared with existing 

methods.

Circulating tumour cells, cancer stem cells, antigen-specific T cells, circulating 

endothelial cells are a few examples of rare cells. Rare cell populations such 

as circulating tumour cells can shed light on the process of cancer metastasis 

(spreading of cancer to other parts of the body) thus providing invaluable 

information for early detection and clinical management of the disease.

New cell type

While testing the efficacy of the algorithm using mouse brain cells taken 

from a specific region, the four-member team led by Prof.Jayadeva from 

Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Delhi and Prof.DebarkaSengupta from 

Indraprastha Institute of Information Technology (IIIT-Delhi), Delhi discovered 

a new sub-type of pars tuberalis cell lineage. The authors have linked this 

newly found cell type to the development of the pituitary gland. The results 

are published in the journal Nature Communications.

Existing algorithms use clustering or other statistical techniques that involve 

rigorous parameter estimations, thus incurring a significant computational 

cost. “FiRE uses sketching, which is a variant of locality-sensitive hashing, 

to assign rarity to each cell. The hashing technique tends to put cells with 

similar properties together,” says Prashant Gupta from IIT Delhi and one of 
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the first authors of the paper.

Tractable search

“Spotting an odd cell using existing tools becomes extremely difficult and 

complex when the number of cells becomes large. The FiRE algorithm makes 

searching for rare cells in large-scale single cell messenger RNA datasets 

tractable” says Prof.Jayadeva, who works in machine learning. “We used 

the gene expression of each cell to find the rare cells. The drop-seq, a state-

of-the-art technique, allowed us to read out the gene expression profiles of 

thousands of cells in a fairly short time and then compared the profiles to find 

the rare cells.”

The researchers used five data sets to test the algorithm. In the case of 

peripheral blood containing 0.3% megakaryocytes, the gene expression 

of about 68,000 different cells was compared, and rare cell populations 

with different grades of rarity showed up. The cluster with the rarest cells 

comprised of only megakaryocytes, thus validating the algorithm.

In a simulation experiment to evaluate the performance of FiRE algorithm, 

the gene expression profiles of two types of cells were mixed in vitro. And by 

increasing the percentage (from 0.5 to 5%) of one cell type, the team tested 

the precision and sensitivity of FiRE and other existing algorithms to correctly 

identify the rare cells. The sensitivity of the FiRE algorithm was higher than 

the rest even when rare cells comprised 0.5% of the population. “When they 

constituted 2.5%, FiRE could identify rare cells with 85% accuracy, far higher 

than the other algorithms,” says Aashi Jindal from IIT Delhi and the other first 

author of the paper.

“We are now validating the new cell type [ parstuberalis ] discovered using 

FiRE. Most malignant cancers shed circulating tumour cells. So we are also 

trying to use FiRE for early cancer detection by identifying the circulating 

tumour cells, which are rare in peripheral blood,” says Prof.Sengupta, whose 

lab pioneered single-cell genomics research in India.
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ISRO readies for a busy 2019
Novel geostationary remote-sensing spacecraft watching from a high perch. A 

wasted rocket stage innovatively put to work again in orbit. A utilitarian small 

wonder called the Small Satellite Launch Vehicle.

These are a few missions promising to debut from the Indian Space Research 

Organisation’s basket in the new year.

ISRO’s 2019 calendar is dotted with 32 new missions, an ambitious record-

making goal for the most number of Indian missions in a year. In contrast, 

2018 saw about 14 missions against a goal of 18, including the failed GSAT-

6A satellite of April.

The New Year’s very first mission is set for January and will try out a unique 

experiment to re-control and rework the fourth and last stage of the PSLV-C44 

rocket after it completes its job in space. C-44 is slated to carry the 150/200-kg 

special purpose Microsat-R to a low-Earth polar orbit.

Stage 4 or PS4 takes the satellite to the last lap of desired height (anywhere 

between 400 km and 700 km.) Job done, it floats there for several years as 

space junk.

ISRO Chairman K. Sivan said the trial with the expired fourth rocket stage 

would easily be the first of its kind by any space agency. It would show PS4 as 

a unique cost-saving test bed for new technologies.

“Stage 4 of the PSLV rocket usually goes into orbit as debris once the satellite 

is released. We want to see if we can use it as a low-cost experimental platform 

for students working in space-related areas and for our own technologies,” he 

said.

The PSLV’s fourth and final stage weighs about 450 kg and equals two micro 

satellites (100-500 kg class). A full test satellite of that size can cost around 

Rs. 200 crore, an avoidable expense in the high-risk space business. Also, 

some piggyback trial payloads can use such test beds and not eat up precious 

space or add to the weight of a working satellite. Dr. Sivan said the revived 
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stage of the PSLV-C44 flight would be equipped with solar power systems to 

keep it working and monitored from ground.

Speaking about other missions, Dr. Sivan said the the satellite and launcher 

plans will meet applications, communication, remote sensing requirements 

as also showcase science and new technologies.

“The set of PSLV missions will launch Earth observation satellites Microsat-

R, EMISAT, a bigger Radar Imaging Satellite RISAT and Oceansat-3. The 

third-generation Cartosat-3 will have a very high resolution of 0.25 cm,” he 

explained.

Bioplastics: the solution to India’s plastic pollution woes?
Mohammed Ashfaq, managing director of the Bengaluru-based Plastobag 

Industries, recalls the incident that spurred him to make biodegradable plastics. 

One day in 2011, when he entered his home, his 12-year-old daughter, who 

had just learnt about the environmental ills of plastic, berated her father, “Papa, 

you are polluting the entire city.” That made Mr. Ashfaq want to do something 

that would make his daughter proud, he said. The research he began that 

year culminated in the commercial production of eco-friendly plastics at his 

factory in early 2018. Today, 35%, or more than a third, of his products are 

biodegradable, he said.

Plastobag is one of the sixteen companies in India that have permission from 

the Central Pollution Control Board to make bioplastics. (‘Bioplastics’ is used 

here to mean biodegradable, although it can have other meanings). Between 

them, these manufacturers make carry bags, cutlery, films, food containers, 

and bin liners. Unlike conventional plastics, these items can be broken down 

by microbes in industrial composting facilities within six months. This makes 

them a promising, if partial, solution to India’s plastic problem.

Yet, these firms face big challenges in finding customers. Because most 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

bioplastics produced globally are made from the byproducts of food crops, 

they are expensive. Compared to conventional plastics, which are derived 

from fossil fuels, a bioplastic carry bag could cost almost thrice as much. 

With only a few municipal corporations implementing the 2016 countrywide 

ban on conventional plastic carry bags of less than 50 micron thickness, 

there has been no economic reason for most people to switch.

The second roadblock in the way of bioplastics fulfilling their eco-friendly 

purpose is that most of them require industrial composting facilities to be 

disposed of. But most cities lack an adequate number of such facilities; this 

means the bioplastics end up on the streets and harm the environment just 

like normal plastics do.

Bioplastics can be made out of dozens of different feedstocks. Take one of 

the commonest bioplastics in use today — polylactic acid (PLA). Companies 

like Germany’s BASF and the U.S.-based Natureworks synthesise PLA from 

starch extracted from food crops like corn and cassava. This PLA is then 

imported by Indian companies, who blend it with other ingredients to make 

carry bags, bin liners or cutlery.

Polyhydroxyalkanoates, or PHA, is another feedstock that is synthesised by 

having bacteria feed on vegetable oils or sugars from food crops.

Key challenge

The reliance on food crops presents a key challenge for bioplastics, because 

these crops are simply not a cost-competitive alternative to fossil fuels today. 

According to a 2017 report from the Netherlands’ Wageningen University 

& Research, while PLA cost €2 per kg in 2016, conventional low-density 

polyethylene (LDPE) cost between €1,250 — 1,450 per tonne (1,000 kg) 

that year. Apart from the stark differences in costs, plant-based plastics also 

give rise to the food-versus-fuel debate that has plagued biofuels. “You can’t 

divert food crops towards bioplastics, because that may lead to a food crisis,” 

said P.S.G. Krishnan, the head of CIPET Institute of Plastics Technology in 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

Bhubaneshwar.

If food crops are already a costly way to make plastics, throw in the fact that 

almost all raw material for bioplastics, like PLA pellets, is imported by Indian 

manufacturers today.

“It comes from Europe,” said Mr. Ashfaq. “China is also a huge seller of 

compostable plastics.” This means that import duties and transport costs get 

tacked on to the already high feedstock prices.

In the coming years, however, the price difference between bioplastics and 

conventional plastics is expected to shrink. One driver would be Indian firms 

manufacturing raw material locally. For example, the Ahmedabad-based 

Greendiamz Biotech, which has been making bioplastics since 2009, said 

it would start making its raw material from next year. “Hopefully, we will be 

able to start production by the end of 2019,” said Deepak Sanghvi, founder 

of Greendiamz.

Another company, the Bengaluru-based Envigreen, has gone one step 

further and patented its own technology for a starch-based raw material. 

This material, made from tapioca starch and vegetable oil, is more than just 

compostable, said AshwathHegde, the company’s founder. This means that 

it doesn’t require industrial composting conditions, and breaks down even in 

the normal environment. In fact, versions of the product are soluble in hot and 

cold water, respectively.

Mr. Hegde plans to supply this raw material to Indian plastic makers, many 

of whom lost business after the 2016 ban on thin carry bags. “Many firms 

shut down due to the plastic ban. We are focusing on providing technology 

and raw material to them to produce products,” he said. The advantage of 

manufacturing raw material indigenously shows up in his prices, which he said 

are among the lowest in India today. As he partners with more companies in 

the coming year, and scales up production, Envigreen’s raw material would 

cost even lesser, he said.
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Internationally, too, a wave of innovation is expected to drive down raw 

material costs. The most important innovation is the use of non-food crops. 

For example, the U.S.-based Renmatix, has developed an inexpensive 

method to use biomass willow plants, switchgrass, and even sawdust as raw 

material.

Another American company Full Cycle Bioplastics said it has developed a 

technology to synthesise PLA from organic mixed-waste. The most promising 

feedstock in development today is algae, found abundantly in seawater. Again, 

numerous groups are working on this. Just this month, a team from Israel’s 

Tel Aviv University published a paper in Bioresource Technology describing 

a method to make PHA from microbes that eat seaweed. To be sure, few 

of these “second-generation” and “third-generation” feedstocks, as they are 

called, are ready for commercial-scale use today. But they would be in a 

few years, said Goutham Y., who handles market strategy at Ecolife LLC, 

a Chennai-based bioplastics company that supplies packaging material to 

garment exporters.

Such innovations will drive expansion of the global bioplastics industry from 

4.2 million tonnes to 6.1 million tons in 2021, according to estimates by 

Germany’s Nova Institute.

Industry needs support

Much of this innovation is being driven by policy, such as the European 

Union’s 2015 action plan towards a circular economy. Given the high cost and 

technological barriers the bioplastics industry is saddled with, it’s unlikely to 

take off on its own. This means that if India doesn’t follow with its own policies, 

the country is unlikely to see similar growth, said bioplastics manufacturers. 

On the wish list are subsidies for electricity consumption, lower rates of Goods 

and Services Tax and lower import duties. “Without this, production won’t go 

up, costs won’t come down, and big players won’t enter India. There won’t be 

any future for bioplastics,” said Mr. Sanghvi.
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Municipal authorities have a big role to play too. They must set up composting 

infrastructure and impose bans more stringently, instead of rolling them 

back under public pressure. This will push up demand, a critical driver for 

efficiency in the industry, said Mr. Goutham. “Bioplastic manufacturing is a 

volume game,” he added.

Small nudges could lead to big cost savings, because some bioplastic 

applications inherently need less material. Take mulch films for example 

— large sheets of conventional plastics spread on farms to conserve water 

and suppress weeds. Conventional plastic films are typically thick to allow 

farmers to peel them off after use. But bioplastic films can be thin if they can 

break down in place, suggests the Wageningen University report. Further, 

not having to peel off the film can save on labour costs. In India too, bioplastic 

carry bags have been exempted from the 50 micron rule. They are allowed 

to be thinner because this will let them break down faster. Such factors can 

keep the prices of bioplastics down, at least in some cases.

For these reasons, there is a case for greater bioplastic use worldwide and 

in India. Today, only 2% of global plastic production is bio-based, according 

to the American Lux Research. But experts caution that bioplastics, while 

useful, are no panacea for pollution. This is because the key culprit today 

is the lack of awareness among people, who don’t segregate their waste. 

A large amount of the discarded plastic today wouldn’t be an environmental 

hazard in the first place, if it were properly recycled. With most bioplastics, 

degradation is fast in industrial composting facilities, but takes years in the 

natural environment.

“You may think it’s a bioplastic and continue to litter. But it will still remain in 

the environment, if not for centuries, then for years. And it will still choke the 

drain,” said CIPET’s Dr. Krishnan.
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How our brain enables us to rapidly focus attention
Scientists have discovered a key mechanism in the brain that may underlie 

our ability to rapidly focus attention.

Our brains are continuously bombarded with information from the senses, 

yet our level of vigilance to such input varies, allowing us to selectively focus 

on one conversation and not another, according to the study published in the 

journal Neuron.

However, this mechanism is not well understood.

Research has shown that the electrical activity of the neocortex of the brain 

changes, when we focus our attention. Neurons stop signalling in sync with 

one another and start firing out of sync.

It is known that the cholinergic system in the brain plays an important role in 

triggering this desynchronisation. The cholinergic system consists of clusters 

of special neurons that synthesise and release a signalling molecule called 

acetylcholine, said Stephen Williams from the University of Queensland in 

Australia, and these clusters make far-reaching connections throughout the 

brain.

Not only does this cholinergic system act like a master switch, but mounting 

evidence suggests it also enables the brain to identify which sensory input 

is the most salient — worthy of attention — at any given moment and then 

shine a spotlight on that input.

“The cholinergic system broadcasts to the brain, ‘this thing is really important 

to be vigilant to’,” said Prof. Williams.

Williams and researcher Lee Fletcher wondered if layer 5 B-pyramidal 

neurons, the ‘output’ neurons of the neocortex, might be involved, because 

they are intimately involved in how we perceive the world.

“The output neurons of the neocortex perform computations that are thought 

to underlie our perception of the world,” said Williams.

The researchers wanted to know if the cholinergic system is able to influence 
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the activity of these output neurons.

Using a technique called optogenetics, they modified neurons in the cholinergic 

system in the brains of mice so that they could be activated with a flash of 

blue light, triggering a sudden release of acetylcholine.

This allowed the researchers to closely monitor the interaction between the 

cholinergic system and the output neurons. They discovered that if the output 

neurons were not currently active, not much happened. However, when those 

neurons received excitatory input to their dendrites, the cholinergic system 

was able to massively increase their activity.

On the tracks of the Earth’s mantle helium
Helium – the second most abundant element in the universe – is hard to 

come by on Earth in its gaseous state, because it is so light that it can escape 

easily. But one of the places where it is found is in volcanic lava plumes, such 

as seen in Iceland and Hawaii, originating from the Earth’s mantle. This is 

ancient helium from when the Earth was formed. It is believed to be trapped in 

compounds deep within the earth. However, the natures of these compounds 

have so far remained a mystery.

Now a group of researchers has come up with a striking possibility that the 

mantle helium must exist as the compound FeO2He which is stable and solid 

under the pressure and temperature conditions prevailing at those depths.

The team used a crystal search algorithm CALYPSO which they had 

developed, to look at possible compounds containing helium. If the energy of 

the suggested compound containing helium was lower than that of free helium, 

then the compound state would be considered favoured and the algorithm 

would give a positive answer. In this manner, looking at many hypothetical 

magnesium and iron based compounds, the team came up with just one 

possibility – FeO2He.
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Stable at the mantle

Their calculations showed that this compound is stable at temperatures 

between 3000 K and 5000 K and at pressures between 135 and 300 GPa. 

These conditions correspond to those found in the core–mantle boundary.

If this result is proved right by experiment, it will solve the longstanding 

problem of where ancient helium is stored within the Earth.
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India-Pakistan ties beyond Kartarpur
In a year, if all goes to plan, the dusty roads leading to the Kartarpur shrine 

in Pakistani Punjab’s Narowal province will be transformed into a bustling 

network of tourists and pilgrims. In this town by the river Ravi, the founder 

of Sikhism, Guru Nanak, spent his last 18 years. After 1947, Sikhs in 

India lost access to it. While larger groups of pilgrims travel to Nanak’s 

birthplace Nankana Sahib, where he began preaching, very few have 

been able to visit the more remotely positioned shrine just four kilometres 

from the border with India. At present, the journey from the closest town 

of Dera Baba Nanak takes over 200 km on a circuitous route through the 

Wagah/Attari border. In the last 70 years, several Indian governments 

and countless delegations from the Sikh community have appealed to the 

Pakistani government to open access for them directly over the border from 

Dera Baba Nanak, by building a “pilgrim corridor.” It wasn’t until August this 

year, when Pakistan’s Army chief General Bajwa went up to the Congress 

leader and former cricketer Navjot Singh Sidhu at the swearing-in of Prime 

Minister Imran Khan and told him that the proposal was being considered, 

that India received the first official assurance on the issue. India has also 

committed to building its end of a two-kilometre four-lane highway corridor 

from Dera Baba Nanak to the border. The plan is to complete the project by 

November 23, 2019, the 550th birth anniversary of Guru Nanak.

The anniversary is the most obvious reason for fast-tracking the project. 

But other questions are legitimately being raised about Pakistan’s decision, 

which was first conveyed by its military leadership, not the political one, to 

accept the request from India for the corridor. Security officials have pointed 

to an uptick in Sikh separatist violence fuelled by terror groups in Punjab, 

and the appearance of organisations and posters in Gurdwaras in Pakistan 

that call for a “referendum” in 2020 on a separate state of Khalistan to 
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question whether the move has a hidden motive to radicalise pilgrims. On 

the Indian side, the Central government’s desire to cater to a major domestic 

constituency, and its alliance with the Shiromani Akali Dal in Punjab, has 

added to its alacrity in responding to Pakistan. Despite vowing not to engage 

with Islamabad until “terror ends,” it sent two senior Ministers to attend the 

ground-breaking ceremony by Mr. Khan at Kartarpur this week.

In a relationship where ties have always progressed at a glacial pace, and 

often face reverses, the Kartarpur corridor initiative has moved rapidly since 

August. On the Pakistan side, a full proposal has already been made, including 

an expressway that will take pilgrims by bus from the border to the shrine.

The project is unique for several reasons. Human corridors of this sort 

are normally used for emergency situations: refugees fleeing violence or 

humanitarian disasters. Secondly, the corridor will come up at a time when 

few avenues for India-Pakistan relations exist. In the past few years, not 

only has all official dialogue ceased but other exchanges by actors, artists, 

authors, academics, media and musicians have all but ended. Religious 

pilgrimages by Sikhs and Hindus to shrines in Pakistan and by Muslims to 

Sufi shrines in India see a reduced number of visas, and the corridor will be 

an exception where large numbers will be able to travel visa-free, according to 

the current plan. Many logistics will have to be finalised once officials on both 

sides meet. Finally, the corridor of peace, as it has been termed by leaders on 

both sides, stands apart for its potential to further other such exchanges, as 

well as in promoting dialogue between the two neighbours. For the moment, 

the Kartarpur initiative itself will be a major marker for both governments to 

accomplish in the next year, and the realisation of a dream for so many, for 

so many decades.
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Aero India, aviation expo to be merged
For the first time, the country’s civil aviation exhibition will be subsumed into 

the upcoming edition of Aero India to be held from February 20 to 24, 2019, 

a defence official said.

So far, Aero India has been defence-oriented while a separate civil aviation 

exhibition is held in Hyderabad.

“The 12th edition of the Aero India at Bengaluru next year will feature theme-

based activities. On Day 2, there will be a drone competition for start-ups and 

Day 4 will be women’s day. Indian origin U.S. astronaut Sunita Williams is 

scheduled to attend the show on Day 4. Other women achievers will also be 

present,” the official said about the event highlights.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi is likely to inaugurate the show and a vintage 

aircraft rally will be held on one of the days.

The tag line of Aero India 2019 is “Runway for a billion opportunities.” The 

logo is inspired by the indigenous light combat aircraft Tejas.

Sancharam wins SahityaAkademi Award
Tamil writer, traveller, essayist and scriptwriter S. Ramakrishnan has won the 

SahityaAkademi Award for 2018 for his novel Sancharam , which poignantly 

captures the lives of nagaswaram players in karisalbhoomi – the arid land 

– of Tamil Nadu.

The novel places their music and struggle for a livelihood in the context of the 

decline of agriculture.

“While the prize comes as recognition for a person who opted for a career 

in writing, it also sheds light on the lives of the nagaswaram players,” said 

Mr. Ramakrishnan, who dropped his doctoral thesis on William Faulkner to 

become a full-time writer.

“It was a conscious decision. I could have ended up as a college teacher if 
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I had completed my research. Today I am a well-known writer, but my family 

stood by me during difficulties and I could not have pursued a writing career 

without their support,” he said.

Sancharam talks about the shattered dreams of nagaswaram player Pakkiri, 

who wants to scale the heights of music after learning about great musicians 

and their music from his father.

Karukurichi P. Arunachalam, one of the greatest nagaswaram players, was 

born in this land and his friend and writer Ku. Alagirisamy had written a 

memoir— ArungunaSelvan —about him.

Arunachalam started his career in naiyandimelam —a folk form of nagaswaram 

music—but his talent was spotted by T.N. Rajarathinam Pillai, who agreed to 

take him on as a disciple.

The association opened new vistas in the world of Carnatic music. He 

continues to remain a role model for nagaswaram players in south Tamil 

Nadu. In the novel, Pakkiri and his senior in the troupe, Rathinam, have to be 

content with concerts at marriages and temple festivals. They play classical 

concerts as well as naiyandimelam as they no longer harbour any illusions 

about the lofty ideals they dreamt of while learning the art.

“It is only a source of survival,” Mr. Ramakrishnan had told The Hindu before 

the release of the novel in 2014.

Beautification plan destroys oldest neighbourhoods in 
Varanasi
Around the temple of Lord Vishwanath — Shiva, the destroyer — in Varanasi, 

destruction is taking place on a scale this ancient city hasn’t witnessed in 

modern times.

A strip of land — measuring 43,636 sq m — between the 18th century shrine 

and the River Ganga — is being cleared of all construction, many perhaps as 
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old as the temple itself, so that pilgrims have an easier access through a wide 

and beautified corridor that has been planned under the Kashi Vishwanath 

Precinct Development Project.

The project is being executed by Shri Kashi Vishwanath Temple Trust, under 

the Uttar Pradesh government, but the driving force behind it is thought to 

be Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who represents Varanasi (or Banaras) in 

Parliament.

Close to 300 houses — 187 already demolished and 90 waiting to be razed 

— are making way for the project, which has effectively wiped out some 

of the oldest neighbourhoods in the city, such as Lahori Tola. The first to 

settle here migrated from Lahore during the time of Maharaja Ranjit Singh, 

who had donated the gold that adorns the temple’s dome. Today, their sixth-

generation descendants find themselves uprooted — quite suddenly.

“We no longer call this place Lahori Tola, we call it Swargiya (Late) Lahori 

Tola. It has been wiped out by an earthquake — Modi earthquake,” says Ajay 

Kapoor, who sits on the steps of the building that served as the family house-

cum-saree shop for generations. His employees are packing up the sarees, 

while the building awaits demolition; the houses around his are already 

rubble. With his business dead, Mr. Kapoor has plenty of time to kill, so he 

sits on the steps with some of his equally idle neighbours, having a chat over 

chai — a typical Banarasi pastime. They have always voted for the Bharatiya 

Janata Party, but now their anger against Mr. Modi is palpable. “Why should 

he care? By demolishing 300 houses, he will lose not even 10,000 votes. But 

Banaras is defined by its galis (narrow lanes), and by creating this corridor, 

he is robbing Banaras of its very identity,” says Mr. Kapoor.

Mr. Kapoor and his family have received compensation — he refuses to reveal 

how much — but he says: “A house gets, say, Rs. 1 crore as compensation, 

but there are five brothers living in that house, so each brother gets only Rs. 

20 lakh each. Can you buy a decent house for Rs. 20 lakh today? And what 
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about our proximity to the temple — how can you compensate for that?”

Since the project affects only those living in the 43,636 sq m of land connecting 

the temple to the river, opinion is divided on the irrevocable damage that has 

been caused by it.

In support

Many in the city, especially admirers of Mr. Modi, hail the move, saying it has 

rid the temple area of encroachments. According to them, the rightful owners 

were, in any case, not living in these buildings, which were occupied mostly 

by tenants paying a measly rent. Further, the emergence of old temples from 

many of the demolished structures has further strengthened their argument 

— and that of the government — that they had been constructed illegally over 

temples and that it was about time they were removed.

“Change is always turbulent,” says Vishal Singh, the young bureaucrat who, 

as the CEO of the Shri Kashi Vishwanath Temple Trust, is executing the 

project with an iron hand, “but if you tell me change can’t happen, I won’t buy 

that.”

So exactly whose brainchild is the project? “The plan was conceived in 2007. 

I would even say that the idea dates back to 1916 when Mahatma Gandhi 

visited the temple and was appalled by the filth and congestion around it. [Mr. 

Modi] has only provided a fillip to the project,” Mr. Singh said.

In wedding season, a unique union of art and tradition
At a time when celebrity wedding ceremonies are making headlines and 

catching the fancy of the nation, Odisha celebrated a unique marriage with 

much pomp and splendour.

The wedding ceremony that took place in Barkul on the banks of Chilika 

lake  had every element of a grand celebration — hundreds of baaratis in the 

marriage procession, loud music, delicious fare and to top it all, VVIPs in the 
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guest list.

It was in a way Odisha’s own celebrity wedding with just one exception — the 

bride and the groom were beautiful dolls made of lac.

The marriage was organised in conformity with the Odia tradition of 

‘ jaukandheibahaghara (lac doll marriage)’ by ‘PurbasaLok-kala o Adivasi-

kala Sangrahalaya’, an institution and museum at Barkul. ‘Forum for Ganjam’ 

of Berhampur is also involved in the development of this museum.

Several residents from Bhubaneswar turned up at the event as the friends and 

relatives of the bride. Berhampur MLA Ramesh Chandra Chyau Patnaik was 

a part of the groom’s troupe, while Chilika MLA BibhutiBhusanHarichandan 

was a member of the bride’s family.

Drive against social evils

The aim of this unique marriage ceremony was to promote traditional folk and 

tribal art forms and create awareness against social evils like dowry and child 

marriage. The marriage procession, which started from Berhampur, included 

performers of several folk dance forms of Ganjam district like BaghaNacha 

(tiger dance), GhodaNacha (horse dance), SakhiNacha.

At the time of exchange of gifts, the baaratis sought a promise from the 

bride’s friends and relatives from Bhubaneswar that they would plant 5,000 

saplings in Berhampur and keep their city pollution-free. The bride’s party 

immediately agreed to it and in return, demanded a promise from the 

Berhampur residents that they will take good care of the daughters being 

married into their families.

A huge crowd gathered at Barkul to witness this unique marriage ceremony 

which also flagged off the annual celebrations of PurbasaLok-kala o Adivasi-

kala Sangrahalaya. The event, which will include a folk dance and music 

festival, will be held from December 21 to 31.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    Miscellaneous
News and 
Events

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

The four pillars of vocal music
In a recent series of lecture-demonstrations organised by Sruti magazine 

and The Music Forum, SumithraVasudev delineated the essence of the 

treatiseChaturdandiPrakashika of Venkatamakhi.

Explaining the meaning of the title as illuminating the four pillars for practising 

vocal music — alapa, thaya, geeta and prabandha — in the author’s time 

around 1620 C, she noted that there were separate dandis for vadya and 

natya as mentioned by Venkatamakhi himself. She restricted her presentation 

to the text of the treatise.

Also referred to as Venkata or Venkateswara, Venkatamakhi was born to 

GovindaDikshita and Nagamamba. GovindaDikshita, a minister during the 

period of Nayak Kings especially of RaghunathaNayak was a scholar and 

was the author of SangitaSudha .Venkatamakhi presents his elder brother 

YagnanarayanaDikshita as a learned personality and an expert in many 

sastras in the treatise. He mentions Tanappacharya as his parama guru in 

his work. He also had illustrious disciples such as RajachudamaniDikshitar 

and NeekantaSastri.

The four dandis

ChaturdandiPrakashika which has ten prakaranams or chapters deal with 

the four forms of practising music in the 6th, 7th, 8th and 9th chapters. 

“According to a verse enumerating the contents at the beginning of the work, 

there is said to be 10 chapters but only eight chapters and two-thirds of 

the 9th chapter is available to us,” she said noting that the striking feature 

of ChaturdandiPrakashika is its practice-based approach.

While alapa is not set to any tala and does not have meaningful words, 

Venkatamakhi describes thaya as form in which a rhythmic flow is defined. 

Geetam is referred in a restrictive form where the sections of the song and 

the talas are mentioned. Prabandha can be related to today’s keerthana and 

its variations. It is clearly defined as composed of six angas and four dhatus 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 DECEMBER 2018
 VOL.51

    Miscellaneous
News and 
Events

Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

and has reference to SangitaRatnakara of Sarngadeva, she said.

Singing phrases in Kambhoji, Sumithra explained Akshiptika and vidari that 

give the outline for alapa singing.

Genesis of Mela ragas

Sumithra spoke about the alankarams that the work documents, the 15 types 

of gamakas and four types of swarams — vadisamvadi, vivadi, anuvadi from 

the treatise. Moving ahead, Sumithra explained how Venkatamakhi defined 

the 22 srutis, scaled down the number of vikrutiswaras to five and with seven 

suddhaswarams, formed the basis for computing the mathematical scheme 

that gave rise to 72 melas. She pointed out, how he authoritatively stated 

that this rule would not be debated even if the three-eyed Siva challenged 

it.

According to Venkatamakhi, Mela raga should have all the seven swaras. But 

the term Mela mentioned by Venkatamakhi should not be confused with the 

melakarta scheme, we know of today. In the MelaprakaranamVenkatamakhi 

has mentioned that there were only 19 melas existed in his time and he 

created a mela and named it Simharavam (equivalent to today’s Hemavati 

raga in the melakartha scheme). The other melasonly mathematically existed 

then, she mentioned.

Later, following this ideology, MudduVenkatamakhi, said to be Venkatamakhi’s 

descendant, created the system of Raganga ragas with the nomenclature 

Kanakambari, Phenadhyuti and so on. The work we know as Raga Lakshanam, 

mentions the names of the raganga ragas and has bare information of the 

janya ragas.

“Much later, RamaswamiDikshitar, father of MuthuswamyDikshitar learnt 

the contents of ChaturdandiPrakashika and passed on the manuscript 

and knowledge to his descendants SubbaramaDikshitar and his son 

MuthuswamiDikshitar from whom SubramanyaSastri, a scholar in Sanskrit 

sourced the work and the publication what we have through the Music 
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Academy today came to us,” she said tracing the history.

‘SangrahaChudamani’ of Govindacharya describes the Melakartha system 

with Kanakagi, Rathnagi as nomenclature mentions that all the seven 

swaras should be in the order both in ascent and descent. Whereas, 

in Raganga raga system, the rule is that the seven swaras should be 

present in a raga put together. She concluded saying, “In spite of many 

debates, the 72 melakartha raga system exists because of Venkatamakhi 

and ChaturdandiPrakashika .”


