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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.
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LS passes medical council Bill
The Lok Sabha passed the Indian Medical Council (Amendment) Bill to
allow a panel of eminent professionals to run the scam-tainted Medical
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Council of India (MCI) so that medical education can be regulated in the
best manner.
The Bill seeks to replace an ordinance issued in September 2018.
Health Minister Jagat Prakash Nadda said this Bill superseded the MCI

m
o

and the powers of the council had been vested in a Board of Governors
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(BoG). The BoG will have all eminent personalities and include directors
of AIIMS and PGI, Chandigarh. This board will continue to perform till a

u
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council is constituted, according to Mr. Nadda.

A separate Bill to replace the MCI with the National Medical Commission is

t
n

pending in Parliament. “This Bill has been issued so that medical education

a
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can be regulated in the best manner,” he said.
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Sudhir Bhargava is new CIC chief
The government has appointed Sudhir Bhargava the new Chief Information
Commissioner. Four new members have also been appointed to the
Central Information Commission (CIC), taking its strength to seven. Four
vacancies still remain.
The CIC is the highest appeal body under the Right to Information Act. It
has been functioning with just three members since the former chief and

National

several members completed their tenure last month.
Mr. Bhargava, a former Secretary to the Social Justice Ministry, will be
sworn in by President Ram NathKovind. He has been a Commissioner
since June 2015, and will take over as the ninth chief of the CIC. As all of
his predecessors, he is a retired bureaucrat.
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New commissioners
All four new commissioners are also retired bureaucrats. Yashwardhan
Kumar Sinha was High Commissioner to the U.K. Vanaja N. Sarna was
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chief of the Central Board of Excise and Customs.
Suresh Chandra retired as Union Law Secretary earlier this year. Neeraj
Kumar Gupta was Secretary in the Department of Investment and Public
Asset Management.
Lack of transparency
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Activists have slammed the government for a lack of transparency in the
appointment process, as no details on the shortlist or the search committees

u
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fo

have yet been made public. On December 13, the Supreme Court directed
that such details be made available. “Once the commissioners take the oath

t
n

of office, we will put the entire file on the process online. We have time until

a
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p

the next hearing date on January 22,” a DoPT spokesperson said.
“What is the point of such post-facto information? The details should have
been put out before the appointment was made to ensure transparency,”

s
a

said Anjali Bhardwaj, co-convener of the National Campaign for the People’s
Right to Information.

Review hearing in open court rare
The decision of a five-judge Bench led by Chief Justice of India RanjanGogoi
to have an open court hearing of the review petitions filed against another

National

five-judge Constitution Bench’s Sabarimala judgment is “exceptional”, legal
experts say.
The turn of events is quite extraordinary that an echo can be found 43 years
ago in the open court review of the historic KesavanandaBharati verdict in
November 1975.
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That review, however, was short-lived. On the third day of the court hearing,
then Chief Justice of India A.N. Ray abruptly dissolved the Review Bench.
Again, the Sabarimala judgment, which struck down a ban on women
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of menstruating age from undertaking the pilgrimage, was delivered by
a Constitution Bench of five judges. The Review Bench formed by Chief
Justice Gogoi is also a five-judge Bench. The Supreme Court decision in
the Central Board of Dawoodi Bohra Community holds that a Bench of co-
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equal strength on its own cannot overrule a judgment of a Bench of co-
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ordinate number of judges.

So, a five-judge Bench cannot overrule another five-judge Bench’s verdict.
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In case the Sabarimala verdict has to be overruled, the Supreme Court
would have to form a larger Bench of seven judges.

t
n

Landmark order
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The KesavanandaBharati judgment was delivered by a 13-judge Bench
– the largest Constitution Bench in the history of the Supreme Court – on
April 24, 1973. Through a wafer-thin majority of 7:6, the 13-judge Bench

s
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formulated that the Basic Structure of the Indian Constitution cannot be
altered by Parliament through amendments.
The Review Bench with Chief Justice Ray had also comprised 13 judges. If
at all, the KesavanandaBharati judgment had to be set aside, it would have
been necessary to set up a Review Bench of 15 judges.
In his biography of NaniPalkhivala called The Courtroom Genius,
senior advocate Arvind Datar described the 1975 attempt to review the
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KesavanandaBharati verdict as a “clumsy attempt.” Palkhivala had argued
for the petitioners in the KesavanandaBharati case and against its review.
Finally, the 49 review petitions challenging the Sabarimala judgment
question the very content of the verdict. This again is quite similar to how
the KesavanandaBharati review had questioned the core of the 1973
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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landmark verdict. The question framed in the review was “whether or not
the basic structure doctrine restricted Parliament’s power to amend the
Constitution.”
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Review of any Supreme Court decision is rare. It is rarer still to examine
review petitions filed against a Constitution Bench judgment. That too, in the
open court. Review petitions are usually decided by circulation in judges’
chambers.
Antulay judgment
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The philosophy behind a review is explained in the A.R. Antulay judgment of
the Supreme Court wherein the court admitted that it can be fallible. “To err

u
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is human. Courts including the apex one are no exception,” the court had
acknowledged.
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Advocate Kaleeswaram Raj said the situation was rare as a Constitution

a
r
i
p

Bench is itself formed to finally settle the law.

“When there is a difference among smaller Benches on what law is, the
question of law is referred to a Constitution Bench for a final opinion… to

s
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review a Constitution Bench judgment is rare,” he said.

Centre approves ‘Prayagraj’
The Union Home Ministry has approved a Uttar Pradesh government
proposal to rename Allahabad as Prayagraj.
The decision comes days ahead of the KumbhMela being organised by the

National

State government in the city, and over two months after the State Cabinet
decided to rename it. The KumbhMela will start on January 15, Makar
Sankranti, and conclude on March 4, Maha Shivaratri.
The Centre has agreed to the renaming of at least 25 towns and villages
nationwide in the past one year. The plan to rename Faizabad district in
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Uttar Pradesh as Ayodhya is yet to come in from the State government.
The Home Ministry clears the name change proposals after the Ministry of
Railways, the Department of Posts and the Survey of India confirm that no
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city, town or village has similar names.

Bhima-Koregaon stays peaceful

m
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The 201st anniversary of the Bhima-Koregaon battle passed off without
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any incident as lakhs of Ambedkarites from across Maharashtra and India
congregated near the commemorative Bhima-Koregaon ‘Ranstambh’
(victory pillar) under heavy security cover.
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The Pune Rural Police and the district administration pulled out all the stops
to ensure that the event passed off without any incident.
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Officials estimated 8 to 10 lakh visitors this year — perhaps the largest

a
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since the Bhima-KoregaonRanstambhSevaSangh, which organises the
ceremony, was formed in 2005 to keep alive the memory of this episode.

s
a

‘Absurd narrative’

BharipaBahujanMahasangh

chief

Prakash Ambedkar,

grandson

of

Dr.BabasahebAmbedkar, was among the first Dalit leaders to lay a wreath
near the obelisk at Perne. Speaking to reporters, Mr. Ambedkar said the
‘ElgaarParishad’ of December 31 last year was an attempt to bridge the rift
between various communities.
“Instead, the investigation conducted by the Pune city police turned the

National

objective of the Elgaar conclave upside down. The State government
targeted the men and women like retired judges B.G. Kolse-Patil, P.B.
Sawant and HarshaliPotdar, who were behind organising the conference,
weaving an absurd narrative of ‘urban naxalism’,” he said.
Internet services were suspended to prevent the spread of inflammatory
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messages. Drones and CCTV cameras were in place near the tombs of the
Maratha King Sambhaji and that of GovindGanpat Mahar in VadhuBudruk
village — the major flashpoints of violence last year.
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Contentious January awaits CJI Gogoi
All eyes will be on Chief Justice of India RanjanGogoi at the head of the
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Supreme Court Bench which is scheduled to hear a series of politically
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sensitive cases, including the Ramjanma- bhoomi-Babri Masjid title dispute
appeals on January 4, and a flood of review petitions in the Sabarimala
temple case.
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In the Ayodhya matter, the CJI-led Bench would fix the date for hearing
the appeals. It is to be seen whether the court would fix a date after the

t
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Lok Sabha election or earlier. The case is considered a political hot potato
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with many Hindutva leaders urging an early hearing and decision from the
court.
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Sabarimala issue

The Sabarimala review petitions, meanwhile, go to the very core of the
majority judgment delivered by a Constitution Bench, striking down a law
which banned women of menstrual age from entering or praying at the
famed hill temple in Kerala.
The petitions have challenged the authority of the Supreme Court to “reform”
a religious practice out of existence on the basis of PIL petitions filed by

National

third parties who are not co-religionists. In an exceptional move, a fivejudge Review Bench is set to hear the petitioners in open court.
In another significant case, scheduled for hearing on January 9, former
Supreme Court judge, Justice H.S. Bedi, is expected to file his response
to an objection raised by the Gujarat government that he had “unilaterally”
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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prepared the final report on 21 police encounters which occurred in the State
between 2003 and 2006 when Mr. Narendra Modi was Chief Minister.
The State government had submitted before a Bench led by Chief Justice
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Gogoi that Justice Bedi did not share the views of the other members of the
apex court-appointed monitoring authority before submitting the final and
11th report on the police encounters in the Supreme Court on January 26,
2018.
Rumblings in CBI
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The Bench led by Chief Justice Gogoi is also expected to pronounce its
decision in a petition filed by exiled CBI Director AlokVerma, who has
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challenged his “overnight” divestment from the top post at the country’s
premier investigative agency. Mr. Verma has alleged political interference in

t
n

the functioning of the CBI.
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Meanwhile, the government may seek an early hearing of its eight-page
“correction” application in which it has blamed the Supreme Court for
“misinterpreting” the English tenses in its December 14 judgment which

s
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said that the CAG has prepared a report on the 36 Rafale jets’ deal, which
has already been examined by the Parliamentary Accounts Committee.
Activists’ murders
The first week of January would also see the CBI come back to the Supreme
Court Bench, led by Justice U.U. Lalit, with its response to the court’s
suggestion to have a single investigative agency probe the murders of
journalist Gauri Lankesh, activists Narendra Dabholkar and Govind Pansare

National

and littérateur M.M. Kalburgi.
The court had flagged the possibility of a “common thread” running through
the four killings, which which had sent shock waves across the nation and
were considered in some quarters as part of a concerted effort to silence
dissenting voices.
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The first month of the year may also see the Supreme Court Bench, led
by Justice N.V. Ramana, begin its hearing of appeals filed by the CBI
and accused persons in the SNC Lavalin corruption case. The CBI has
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contended that Kerala Chief Minister PinarayiVijayan should face trial in the
corruption case.
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Trade Unions Act to be amended
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The Centre proposes to amend the Trade Unions Act, 1926, to facilitate
recognition of trade unions at the Central and federal level. The Union
Cabinet approved the amendment.
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Most trade unions, however, vehemently opposed the proposed
amendments, saying the government was trying to interfere in, and cripple,
their functioning.
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Ten Central trade unions had earlier written to the Labour Ministry objecting
to the draft version of the amendment Bill; the only major standout was the

s
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BharatiyaMazdoorSangh, affiliated to the RashtriyaSwayamsevakSangh.
Unrest and litigations

The amendment will “ensure that the nomination of workers’ representatives
in tripartite bodies by the government will become more transparent… and
reduce litigation and industrial unrest,” according to an official statement.
Trade unions which are recognised under the amended law “would be
accountable in maintaining industrial harmony,” it said.

National

“This is a dilution of the Trade Unions Act,” said Tapan Sen, general secretary
of the Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU), affiliated to the Communist
Party of India (Marxist).
He said the amendments were politically motivated, and would only give
power to the government itself.
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“We have opposed the interference of the government in the recognition of
trade unions,” said Amarjeet Kaur, general secretary of the CPI-affiliated All
India Trade Union Congress (AITUC), pointing out that there were already
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established procedures in place to verify the Central and State unions.
Ten Central trade unions have issued a general strike call on January 8 and
9.
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Bill to allow voluntary use of Aadhaar ID

The Bill also makes it clear that anyone not offering Aadhaar cannot be
denied any service, be it a bank account or a SIM card.
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The Bill seeks to amend the Aadhaar (Targeted Delivery of Financial and
Other Subsidies, Benefits and Services) Act, 2016, the Indian Telegraph
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Act, 1885 and the Prevention of Money Laundering Act, 2002.
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The legislation proposes telecom service providers, apart from using
Aadhaar for authentication, can leverage offline verification, use of passport,
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or any other officially valid document or modes of identification as notified
by the Central government. The amendments, according to the objects
and reasons for the Bill, will “provide for 12-digit Aadhaar number and its
alternative numbers to be generated” in a manner so as to conceal the
actual Aadhaar number.
It would also “permit the entities performing authentication only when they
are compliant with the standards of privacy and security.” The Bill seeks to

National

lay down the procedure for offline verification of an Aadhaar number holder,
and confers enhanced regulator-like power on the Unique Identification
Authority of India (UIDAI) to give directions as it may consider necessary to
any entity in the Aadhaar ecosystem.
It says that every requesting entity to whom an authentication request is
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
made, will inform the Aadhaar number holder of alternative and viable
means of identification and shall not deny any service to them for refusing
to, or being unable to undergo authentication.
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Mandatory authentication of an Aadhaar holder for the provision of any
service will take place if such authentication is required by a law made by
Parliament. The Bill proposes a civil penalty of up to Rs. 1 crore on entities
that violate the theAadhaar Act, with an additional fine of up to Rs. 10 lakh
per day in case of continuous non-compliance.

New panel to protect Assam’s heritage
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The Union Cabinet chaired by Prime Minister Narendra Modi has approved
the setting up of a high-level committee for implementation of Clause 6 of the
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Assam Accord which provides for constitutional, legislative and administrative
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safeguards to protect, preserve and promote the cultural, social, linguistic
identity and heritage of Assam. It also recommended reserving Assembly
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seats for indigenous communities in the State.
Home Minister Rajnath Singh had assured Assam Chief Minister
SarbanandaSonowal in May 2018 that a committee would be set up at the
earliest in consultation with the State government.
“It has been felt that Clause 6 of the Assam Accord has not been fully
implemented even almost 35 years after the accord was signed,” Mr. Rajnath
Singh told a press conference. “The committee will assess the requirement of

National

measures to be taken to protect Assamese and other indigenous languages
and the quantum of reservation in employment,” Mr. Singh said.
The Cabinet approved several measures to fulfil the demands of the Bodo
community. It approved the establishment of a Bodo Museum-cum-language
and cultural study centre, modernisation of the existing AIR station and
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Doordarshan Kendra at Kokrajhar and naming a superfast train as Aronai
Express.
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Dissent note on Citizenship Bill
Members of four Opposition parties — the Congress, the Trinamool
Congress, the Samajwadi Party and the Communist Party of India (Marxist)

m
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— have moved a dissent note against the report of the joint committee on

c
.
m

Citizenship Amendment Bill 2016.

The Bill proposes to give citizenship to six persecuted minorities — Hindus,
Jains, Sikhs, Parsis, Christians and Buddhists — from Pakistan. The

u
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Opposition members have been demanding that the Bill should be made
“religion and country neutral.” The members from Assam have also been

t
n

opposing it because it would pave the way for giving citizenship, mostly to
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illegal Hindu migrants from Bangladesh in Assam who came after March
1971, in violation of the agreement of the Assam Accord, 1985.
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In a stormy meeting, the Opposition members demanded more time for
deliberations but chairman and BJP MP Rajendra Agarwal rejected the
demands. The committee has cleared the Bill, according to sources, without
any major cuts in its original structure.
The Bill, Congress leader AdhirRanjan Chowdhury said, is against the very
basic fibre of the Indian society. “We stand for secularism and the Bill is just
against the most basic value of our society,” he said. Three dissent notes

National

are expected from Congress alone.
Samajwadi Party MP Javed Ali also gave in his dissent note. Speaking
to The Hindu he said, “The Bill is ill-intentioned. It has been brought about
by the BJP to showcase that India is a Hindu Rashtra.”
The committee chairman said that notwithstanding the dissent notes, the
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RS approves President’s proclamation for J&K
Union Home Minister Rajnath Singh said the government had no objection
to holding Assembly election in Jammu and Kashmir along with the Lok
Sabha poll later this year if the Election Commission (EC) so desired.

m
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Replying to a discussion related to a statutory resolution on the President’s
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proclamation under Article 356 with respect to J&K, which was approved
by the House after a debate, Mr. Singh said holding polls was the EC’s
mandate and that the Centre would provide the necessary security forces
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for enabling the same.

Countering the Opposition’s charge that the Congress, the National

t
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Conference and the PDP were not allowed to form government after the
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PDP-BJP government fell, Mr. Singh asserted that there had been no such
conspiracy. He added that it was not the first time that Governor’s rule had
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been imposed in the State, stating that on one occasion it had remained in
force continuously for six years.
Responding to the Leader of the Opposition Ghulam Nabi Azad’s observation
that the J&K Governor, who held both legislative and executive powers,
had introduced 55 amendments to various laws, the Home Minister said
changes were brought in the Panchayati Raj Act to increase the financial
power of panchayats and give them the additional responsibilities of primary

National

education and health centres.
On the allegations of alienating the people of J&K, he said it was wrong to
hold the BJP and its government responsible, as the sense of alienation
had prevailed even before Independence. He said the BJP-led government
had taken initiatives to lessen the alienation, and had been ready even for
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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unconditional talks with the Hurriyat.
Mr. Singh said by taking the risk of holding elections to panchayats and
urban bodies, the Centre had strengthened the grass-roots democratic set-
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up.
‘Fewer incidents’
Asserting that the situation in J&K had improved tremendously, the Minister
said that in 1995 as many as 5,938 terrorist incidents were reported, while
in 2017 there were only 342 incidents.
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Earlier, initiating the discussion, Mr. Azad asked why elections were not held
after the BJP pulled out of the State government. Mr. Azad, who supported
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the resolution, held the BJP responsible for “100%” alienation, alleging that
its government had introduced a culture of religion-based identification of

t
n

officials in the State.
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Mr. Azad said the past four years had seen the maximum number of ceasefire
violations and a large number of people living along the International Border
were affected. Terming the previous Congress-led regime a golden period
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for the State, he said it was a Kashmir known for communal harmony and
development when the BJP took over.

LS passes Bill to amend Aadhaar Act
The Lok Sabha

passed a Bill to amend the Aadhaar Act and two related

laws which will allow individuals to offer voluntarily biometric ID as a means

National

of identity verification for obtaining services such as opening a bank account
and getting a mobile phone connection.
The Aadhaar and Other Laws (Amendment) Bill also gives a minor the
option to opt out of the 12-digit identity scheme on attaining the age of
18. It provides for stiff penalties for violation of norms set for the use of
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Aadhaar and bans service providers from storing core biometric information
and Aadhaar number of individuals who voluntarily offer it as a means of
authentication.
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Rajnath to head manifesto panel
Senior BJP leader and Union Minister Rajnath Singh will head the party’s

m
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“sankalppatra” (manifesto) committee and his Cabinet colleague ArunJaitley
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its publicity wing for the Lok Sabha election as its president Amit Shah
announced formation of 17 groups in preparation for the election.

Union Ministers Nirmala Sitharaman, ThawarchandGehlot, Ravi Shankar
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Prasad, Piyush Goyal, Mukhtar Abbas Naqvi, K.J. Alphons and KirenRijiju,
and former Madhya Pradesh Chief Minister Shivraj Singh Chouhan are the

t
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other members of the 20-person committee tasked with preparing the party
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manifesto, a statement said. Mr. Jaitley too is in this committee.
Union Minister Nitin Gadkari will head a 17-member committee to reach out
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to social and volunteer organisations while his Cabinet colleague Sushma
Swaraj will preside over a group that will produce literature for the polls.
Mr. Prasad will head the party’s media group while Union Minister Prakash
Javadekar will lead the wing which will organise meetings of intellectuals.
The election is expected to be held in April-May.
A committee will deal with “pravas” (tour) of party leaders, another with
social media while a third group, whose 13 members include party general

National

secretary Saroj Pandey, will reach out to beneficiaries of various government
schemes, the statement said.
Social media committee
BJP vice-president ShyamJaju and its information technology wing incharge Amit Malviya are in the 13-member social media committee.
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The publicity wing members include Union Ministers Rajyavardhan Singh
Rathore and Mahesh Sharma, party general secretary Anil Jain and Rajya
Sabha member and businessman Rajeev Chandrasekhar besides Mr.
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Goyal.

Centre okays Citizenship Bill

m
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The Joint Parliamentary Committee (JPC) on the contentious Citizenship
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Amendment Bill, 2016 recommended that the Assam government should
help settle migrants “especially in places which are not densely populated,
thus, causing lesser impact on the demographic changes and providing

u
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fo

succour to the indigenous Assamese people”.

The Bill paves the way to grant citizenship to six religious minorities —

t
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Hindus, Jains, Sikhs, Parsis, Christians and Buddhists — from Pakistan,

a
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Afghanistan and Bangladesh who came to India before 2014.
Strong resistance

s
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There has been a strong resistance to the Bill in the BJP-ruled Assam as it
would pave the way for giving citizenship, mostly to illegal Hindu migrants
from Bangladesh, in Assam who came after March 1971, in violation of the
Assam Accord of 1985.
The Union Cabinet cleared the redrafted Citizenship Amendment Bill , and
it is likely to be tabled in Parliament . The Research and Analysis Wing
(RAW) expressed its concern before the committee.

National

“Our only concern has been that the agencies who are inimical to us should
not have a legal framework within which they can exploit our situation and
infiltrate their own people into our own country. That is a matter of great
concern for us,” the report quoted a RAW representative as saying.
The committee headed by Rajendra Agarwal of the BJP appreciated the
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
government’s decision, claiming such people were being subjected to
“unfair treatment” in those countries and submitted the 440-page report in
the LokSabha.
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Dissent notes defeated
The dissent notes given by some parliamentarians were defeated.
“As a matter of fact, protecting the interest of the indigenous Assamese
people is the responsibility of both the Central government and the State
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government of Assam. The resettlement packages and compensation
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to the State governments, as provided by the Central government for
accommodating the migrants should motivate and encourage the State

u
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government to help settle such migrants especially in places which are
not densely populated, thus, causing lesser impact on the demographic

t
n

changes and providing succour to the indigenous Assamese people,” the
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report tabled in the Lok Sabha said.
‘Religious persecution’

Asked by the committee about the mechanism to establish religious

s
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persecution in a foreign land, the Home Ministry replied, “Inputs from security
agencies along with other corroborative evidence in the print/electronic
media would help to establish religious persecution in a foreign land.”
The committee rejected the amendment to exclude Bangladesh from the list
of benefactor countries.
The Director of Intelligence Bureau suggested that after the Bill was passed,
one more round of verification should be done for the applicants.

National
Leprosy is no longer a ground for divorce
Lok Sabha passed a Bill seeking to remove leprosy as ground for divorce
stating that this was a “discriminatory” provision for a disease that is now
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curable.
“Leprosy is being removed as a ground for divorce as it is now a curable
disease as against the earlier notion of it being incurable,” said Minister of
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State for Law P. P. Chaudhary moving the Personal Laws (Amendment) Bill,
2018, in the Lok Sabha.
The Personal Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2018, has sought to amend five Acts
— the Divorce Act, 1869, the Dissolution of Muslim Marriage Act, 1939, the
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Special Marriage Act, 1954, the Hindu Marriage Act, 1955, and the Hindu
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Adoptions and Maintenance Act, 1956 — on provisions related marriage,
divorce, and separation of Hindu and Muslim couples.
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Each of these Acts prescribe leprosy as a ground for seeking divorce or
separation from the spouse. The Bill cleared removes this as a ground for

t
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divorce or separation.
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The Bill was passed by a voice vote amid din as Congress and Samajwadi
Party protested over the Rafale fighter jet deal and the CBI raids issue
respectively.
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SC shocked as Section 66A of IT Act is still invoked
Over three years after it struck down Section 66A of the Information
Technology Act as unconstitutional, the Supreme Court said it was shocked
to hear that authorities still continued to book people under the now-extinct
draconian provision.

National

A Bench led by Justice Rohinton F. Nariman, who wrote the judgment in
March 2015 upholding online free speech against Section 66A, said “strict
action” would follow if the claims in the petition filed by the People’s Union
for Civil Liberties (PUCL) were found true.
The court ordered the Centre to respond to the petition in four weeks.
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The PUCL said Section 66A, which restricted free expression online,
continued to survive and occasionally found a place in the FIRs registered
by the police in complete contravention of the Supreme Court judgment in
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the Shreya Singhal case.
The judgment had found that Section 66A was contrary to both Articles 19
(free speech) and 21 (right to life) of the Constitution. The entire provision
was struck down by the court.
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The petition said the judgment rendered Section 66A extinct from the very
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date of its insertion into the IT Act, i.e. October 27, 2009.

The petition said many officials may not even know about the Supreme

u
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Court verdict.
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Guwahati to be linked to Dhaka, Bangkok under RCS
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Dhaka and Bangkok will be the first two international destinations to see
flights from Guwahati in Assam under the government’s regional connectivity
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scheme (RCS). “Flights to Dhaka will be operated by an ATR aircraft and
those to Bangkok will have minimum 180 seats,” said a senior official of the
Ministry of Civil Aviation.

Navy to set up new air base in Port Blair
Later this month, the Indian Navy will commission a new airbase 100
miles north of Port Blair in the strategically located Andaman and Nicobar

National

islands.
“The base, INS Kohassa, will be commissioned by Navy Chief Admiral Sunil
Lanba on January 24,” spokesperson Capt D.K. Sharma said.
This will be India’s fourth air base and the third naval air facility in the
archipelago, which are closer to Southeast Asia than to the Indian mainland,
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The base will initially operate choppers and Dornier short-range surveillance
aircraft, Capt. Sharma said.
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The naval air station near Diglipur port is being converted into a fullfledged base and would extend India’s foot print over the East Asian region.
For instance, Myanmar and Thailand are about 500 km away from INS
Kohassa.
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It will initially have a runway of about 3000 ft. which will in phases be extended
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to 9000 ft. to support all kinds of aircraft including fighter jets.

As part of the upgrade, the base will feature staging facilities, fuel dump and

u
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maintenance and repair facilities and a complement of personnel would be
positioned there.
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The Navy currently operates air strips at Port Blair and INS Baaz at Campbell
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Bay, while the Air Force has a base in Car Nicobar.
With increased contestation in the region and in an effort to keep an eye
on movements, India has considerably upgraded military infrastructure and
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facilities and deployed long range assets to monitor the region including the
Malacca Strait. The islands also houses India’s only tri-service command.
The base can also act as an alternate runway to Port Blair for civilian traffic
in case of emergencies.

First India-flagged cruise from April

National

Aimed at contributing to India’s cruise tourism, Zen Cruises, a company
promoted by Essel Group chairman Subhash Chandra’s family office, has
announced plans to start cruise services on India’s coastline starting April
17.
Karnika, the first ship under the Jalesh brand, with a capacity to take 1,900Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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Mumbai home port
The company, which will operate its services under the Jalesh Cruises
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brand, has decided to make Mumbai its home port and the ships will be
registered in India, thus making it the first India flagged cruise line.
“Jalesh Cruises – meaning ‘Lord of Water’ – is designed to offer a rich
experience of Indian culture, hospitality and food to domestic and international
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travelers,” the company said. In the first year, the cruise line will offer 137
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cruises and cater to about 2,50,000 guests and add another vessel by next
year. Since Mumbai will be the home port, the Mumbai Port will benefit the

u
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most.

“Mumbai Port is converting into a water transport and sea tourism hub. With
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Zen Cruises making Mumbai its home port, it will contribute a lot to our

a
r
i
p

overall plans. We provided all support. What we had planned to achieve in
three to four years, we will achieve it in less than two years,” said Sanjay
Bhatia, chairman, Mumbai Port Trust. The state government has assured
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all support to the new cruise line as it would be calling in multiple ports in
the State.

“I am confident that Jalesh will be a gamechanger and beneficial for
Maharashtra. We will provide all necessary infrastructure at all the ports they
will be calling in the State,” said Ashish Kumar Singh, principal secretary,
Maharashtra.
With a multitude of on-board offerings, Jalesh Cruises will be targeting

National

vacationers,

corporates,

wedding

planners

and

event

organisers.

JurgenBailom, president and CEO, Zen Cruises Pvt. Ltd., said, “Zen Cruises
is pioneering cruise holidays for Indian passengers in both domestic and
international waters. It is an Indian company and will offer all Indian.”
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Lok Sabha passes Citizenship Bill amidst Congress
walkout
The Lok Sabha
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passed the contentious Citizenship (Amendment) Bill,

2019, that seeks to provide citizenship to non-Muslims from Bangladesh,
Pakistan and Afghanistan.
Home Minister Rajnath Singh, who introduced the Bill in the Lok Sabha,
said the six communities — Hindus, Jains, Christians, Sikhs, Buddhists and

m
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Parsis from Bangladesh, Pakistan and Afghanistan — faced “discrimination
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and religious persecution” and they “have no place to go, except India.”

The Congress said many States opposed the Bill and it should be sent to a

u
r
fo

select committee. As the government rejected the demand, the party MPs
walked out.
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Nehru cited
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Quoting former Prime Minister Jawaharal Nehru as being in favour of giving
shelter to persecuted minorities in the neighbouring countries, Mr. Singh
said, “Although Indian leaders signed pacts with leaders of Pakistan and

s
a

Bangladesh for protection of minorities, it had not happened.” “Even former
Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, while speaking as Leader of the Opposition
in the Rajya Sabha, had asked the then BJP-led government to be more
liberal in dealing with the issue of persecuted minorities in Bangladesh,”
Mr. Singh said. The Bill seeks to grant citizenship to members of the six
communities who have come to India till December 31, 2014.

National

Lok Sabha passes DNA technology Bill
The Lok Sabha passed a bill that allows regulated use of DNA technology
to establish the identity of certain defined categories of persons, including
offenders, suspects, and undertrials.
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The DNA Technology (Use and Application) Regulation Bill allows the use
of the technology to establish the identity of persons in matters of crime,
parentage dispute, emigration or immigration and transplantation of human
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organs.
The Bill provides for establishment of national and regional DNA data
banks and each data will maintain the indices, including crime scene index,
suspects’ or undertrials’ index and offenders’ index.
Fears of misuse

m
o

c
.
m

Replying to the concerns raised by various members about the law being
misused to carry unregulated DNA profiling, Dr. Harsh Vardhan said, “The

u
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potential misuse of DNA samples is not restricted to the biological material,
which is collected under the provisions of this DNA Bill alone. Any and every

t
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blood sample collected by clinical laboratory has the same potential for
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misuse”.

Kalyan Banerjee of the Trinamool Congress said the the Bill was a good
step in the criminal justice system but cautioned about a possible scenario
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where it could be misused by investigative agencies while collecting DNA
samples.

10% economic quota Bill challenged
The 10% economic reservation Bill was challenged in the Supreme Court ,
just 24 hours after it was swiftly piloted through both Houses of Parliament.
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The petition, filed by Youth For Equality, contended that the Bill violates the
basic features of the Constitution and contradicts several Supreme Court
judgments protecting the fundamental rights. The petition contended that
the court, in a nine-judge Bench judgment in the Indira Sawhney case, had
settled the law that economic backwardness could not be the sole basis for
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and the SC/ST communities from the scope of the economic reservation.
This, it said, “essentially implies that only those who are poor from the
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general categories would avail the benefits of the quotas”.

Centre signs agreement with 6 States to restart Renuka dam

m
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project

c
.
m

The Centre has signed an agreement with five States — Uttar Pradesh,
Rajasthan, Uttarakhand, Delhi and Himachal Pradesh — to restart
construction of the Renuka multi-purpose dam in the Upper Yamuna Basin.
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The project is a reservoir on the Giri (a tributary of Yamuna) in Sirmour,
Himachal Pradesh.
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Digital e-Choupal set to turn aggregator, offer more
services

s
a

e-Choupal, the two-decade old initiative from ITC aimed to web-enable
farmers to overcome challenges related to information access and
procurement, is set for a major makeover this year.
Driven by increasing smartphone penetration in the country, coupled with
declining data costs, the FMCG and hospitality conglomerate plans to launch
a mobile version of the programme by middle of 2019.
“We are now working on a new model for expansion of the e-Choupal network

National

following lower bandwidth costs and increasing smartphone penetration.
The new model, which we are calling e-Choupal 4.0, will be rolled out in
the next couple of months… the desktop-based e-Choupal will become a
mobile-assisted service with a very different cost structure,” S. Sivakumar,
who heads the Agri and IT Businesses at ITC said.
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Declining costs
Mr. Sivakumar, under whose leadership the e-Choupal initiative was
developed and executed, noted that when the programme was started 20
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years ago, each e-Choupal cost around Rs. 30 lakh; this subsequently came
down to just about Rs. 1.5 lakh as computers and technology became more
affordable. The initiative now comprises about 6,100 installations covering
over 35,000 villages in 21 States and serving over four million farmers
across the country.
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Under the current system, ITC helps build village internet kiosks. These
kiosks enable farmers access information in their local language on the
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weather and market prices, besides knowledge on scientific farm practices
and risk management.
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With real-time information, farmers are able to align their farm output
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with market demand. The system also helps reduce transaction costs
by eliminating the need for intermediaries as farmers are virtually linked
to the mandi(agricultural market) system for price discovery. ITC, in turn,

s
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benefits from the lower net cost of procurement by eliminating costs in the
supply chain that do not add value.
Bouquet of services
In its fourth generation, the e-Choupal will assume the role of an ‘Aggregator
of Agricultural Services’ and offer a bouquet of farm focussed services
in areas, including crop management, farm mechanisation, healthcare,
banking and insurance.
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The prototype is being tested in select catchments and will be expanded
depending on sourcing needs for new agricultural products. The mobile
application has been developed by ITC Infotech, a wholly-owned subsidiary
of ITC Limited.
As part of the e-Choupal initiative forward, ITC has also launched a
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programme — ‘ Baarehmahinehariyali ’ — focussed on helping farmers
multiply their incomes by maximising farm utilisation over 12 months of
the year. The programme has been implemented in four districts of Uttar
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Pradesh including Allahabad, Chandauli and Ghazipur, and Bihar’s Munger
district.
Under it, the company has helped farmers adopt new high-yielding varieties
of wheat, introduced short-duration paddy to enable timely sowing of wheat
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in the rabi season and practices such as zero-till sowing which have led
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to cost saving, timely sowing and minimisation of environmental pollution.
In Uttar Pradesh, the pilot project has reached out to nearly 2,00,000

u
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farmers.

Asked about the increase in farmers’ income due to the e-Choupal initiative,
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Mr. Sivakumar said, “It is a complicated subject… the incomes of farmers
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have multiplied manifold — that is evident when you speak with them, but
what part of it is attributable to which initiative is always a question mark…
Much of this can also be attributed to improvement in road and irrigation
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facilities. The idea is that when we get some competitive vibrancy into these
economies it has a spiralling effect that triggers many other things.”
“What the programme has done, however, is that one, it has brought in
a sense of possibility and employment to the farmers. Secondly, it has
brought competitiveness even in the mandi system — this has also been
acknowledged in many government reports as well. Therefore, at a very
macro level, this is what is being done,” he said.

National
Chakma and Hajong communities in a spot
The contentious Citizenship (Amendment) Bill, 2016 has put the
spotlight on Bengali Hindus in Assam with Finance and Health Minister
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HimantaBiswaSarma saying the community could help the Assamese
people win 18 Assembly constituencies where Bengali Muslims are in a
majority.
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But in Arunachal Pradesh and Mizoram, it’s the Buddhist Chakma community
displaced from present-day Bangladesh in the 1960s that is facing protest.
Mizo perception
Southern Mizoram has had a sizeable Chakma population for ages. But
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there is a perception among the majority Mizos that many Chakmas have
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crossed over from the adjoining Chittagong hill tracts in Bangladesh following
displacement by the Kaptai dam in the 1960s. Some came later along
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with some 2,000 Hajongs, who are Hindus, because of alleged religious
persecution.

t
n

Nearly 5,000 Chakmas and a few Hajongs who had taken refuge in Mizoram
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— then the Lushai Hills part of Assam — were settled in Arunachal Pradesh.
Indigenous groups in Arunachal Pradesh say their population has now
increased to beyond 1,00,000 but the Chakmas and Hajongs say they are

s
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half that number.

“We are protesting against this Bill because it would serve as a legal basis
for legitimising the claims of Chakma and Hajong refugees as the indigenous
people of our State. It will also defeat various other regulations currently in
force here,” Tobom Dai, general secretary of the influential All Arunachal
Pradesh Students’ Union, said.
The Bill, passed in the Lok Sabha on January 8, seeks to grant citizenship

National

to six minority communities — Hindus, Sikhs, Buddhists, Jains, Parsis, and
Christians — without valid documents from Afghanistan, Bangladesh and
Pakistan after six years of stay in India.
Apart from the Mizo National Front, the Mizoram unit of the Bharatiya
Janata Party has opposed the Bill primarily with the Chakmas in mind. Mizo
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
organisations have often served “quit notices” to Chakmas who had entered
the State after 1950 but older residents have reportedly been targeted too.
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Fewer requests for data interception now
As a petition was filed in the Supreme Court against the Home Ministry’s
order authorising 10 Central agencies for the purposes of “interception,
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monitoring and decryption of any information generated, transmitted,
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received or stored in any computer”, a senior Home Ministry official clarified
that the government had not given blanket power to any agency and they
would have to adhere to rules.
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According to the official, the number of interception has gone down since
2014, though the number of mobile phone connections in the country has

t
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gone up to around 120 crore. The number of electronic messages had also
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grown exponentially.

The December 20 notification means that websites and Web-based
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applications visited by a “suspect” on a computer or a mobile handset can
be intercepted by telecom service providers on a request by an authorised
agency after clearance by the Union Home Secretary.
The service provider will be liable to share the information with the agency
under Section 69 (1) of the Information Technology Act, 2000. “There is no
new law or procedure and there is no blanket authorisation. There is no
change of even a comma or a full stop in the existing rules and regulation

National

(framed in 2011),” the official said.
The official said that while listing the 10 agencies, the Home Ministry had
reiterated the Standard Operating Procedures of 2011, which mandates that
every such interception requires prior approval of the competent authority:
the Union Home Secretary or State Home Secretary.
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SC notice to Centre on plea challenging snooping order
The Supreme Court sought a response from the government to a batch of
petitions seeking a declaration that the December 20 notification issued by
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the government listing 10 Central agencies which can snoop on people is a
violation of the fundamental right to privacy.
A nine-judge Constitution Bench of the Supreme Court had in 2017 upheld
privacy as a fundamental right under Article 21 (right to dignified life) of the
Constitution.
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The judgment had also directed the government to protect informational
privacy of every individual.
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, a Bench led by Chief Justice of India RanjanGogoi issued notice to the
government and sought a reply in six weeks to the petitions, including the
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one filed by advocate M.L. Sharma. The 2017 verdict had directed the
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government to balance carefully and sensitively individual privacy and the
legitimate concerns of the State, even if national security was at stake.
The December 20 order of the government allows the Central agencies to
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intercept, monitor and de-crypt “any information” generated, transmitted,
received or stored in “any computer resource”.

Cabinet clears common building rules
Simplified application forms for planning permission, standardisation of
development rules and elimination of the scope for discretion on the part
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of planning authorities are among the salient features of the Combined
Development Regulation and Building Rules, cleared by the State Cabinet
at a meeting.
At the meeting that lasted over three hours, the Cabinet also gave its
nod to provisional allocations for various departments and the process of
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preparation of the Budget speech. Chief Minister Edappadi K. Palaniswami
chaired the meeting, which was attended by Deputy Chief Minister and
Finance Minister O. Panneerselvam and others.
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In July, the government put a draft of the Rules in the public domain and
invited comments and objections. After incorporating suggestions and views
of stakeholders, a revised draft was sent to the Cabinet.
Now, the State Law Department is carrying out a scrutiny of the Rules. Once
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this is over, the Housing and Urban Development Department will issue an
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order in a week or so, notifying them.
Multiple agencies
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Hitherto, depending upon the nature, size and location of buildings to be
constructed, promoters or land owners had to approach different agencies
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such as the local bodies, the Directorate of Town and Country Planning
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(DTCP) or the Chennai Metropolitan Development Authority (CMDA), each
with its own rules. This had caused hardship to applicants. This was why the
authorities had to frame common rules.
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The Rules will also enable a joint inspection of proposed building sites by
the agencies concerned in the case of multi-storied buildings. There are
many more features associated with them but what is more important is that
regardless of the nature of local body (municipal corporations, municipalities,
and town and village panchayats), the same set of rules will operate all over
the State.

National

Centre invites feedback on draft Emigration Bill
The Ministry of External Affairs will entertain suggestions and comments
on the draft Emigration Bill, 2019, giving an opportunity for Non-Resident
Indians (NRIs) to air their views till Sunday. These can be e-mailed to
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dsoia1@mea.gov.in and so2oia1@mea.gov.in.
Official sources said the new Bill would ensure the overall welfare and
protection of emigrants and it included a proposal to constitute an Emigration
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Management Authority (EMA).
One of the proposals is to make mandatory the registration of all categories
of Indian nationals proceeding for overseas employment including students
pursuing higher studies abroad. Previously, the Ministry had issued an order
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on off-loading non-Emigration Check required status passport holders flying
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to 18 countries who had not made pre-departure online registration.
Registration
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Now the new Bill focusses on making registration on a digital platform so as
to keep emigration a swift, efficient and hassle-fee process.
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Another salient feature of the Bill is the mandatory registration of recruitment
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agencies and student enrolment agencies. Sub-agents have also been
brought under the ambit of the proposed Bill.

The Bill has comprehensive provisions, including insurance, pre-departure
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orientation, skill upgradation, legal assistance, migrant resource centres,
help desks, migration and and mobility partnerships.
The Emigration Management Authority will have nodal authorities in all States
and Union Territories that will be chaired at Principal Secretary level.

India-Denmark relations improve, skirting Kim Davy’s

National

extradition
India-Denmark relations, in an impasse for many years over the issue of
extradition of Kim Davy in the 1995 Purulia arms drop case, have turned a
page and ties are now on an upward trajectory, Danish Prime Minister Lars
Lokke Rasmussen said .
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The Danish prime minister is on a two-day visit to India starting 18 January, for
the Vibrant Gujarat Global Summit, where Denmark is a “partner country.”
The visit comes less than a year after Prime Minister Narendra Modi met
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Rasmussen in Sweden on the sidelines of a summit between Modi and the
prime ministers of Nordic countries – Sweden, Norway, Finland, Iceland and
Denmark in April – and agreed to a recast in ties, hamstrung by acrimony
over the extradition of Kim Davy.
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“At least I regard this problem (extradition of Kim Davy) as solved in the
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political sense,” Rasmussen told reporters in New Delhi. “There is a dialogue
between our authorities. What we agreed in April last year is that we would
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rely on these independent authorities,” the Danish prime minister said.

New Delhi has been seeking Davy’s extradition in the case that relates to
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an AN-26 aircraft dropping arms and ammunition in West Bengal’s Purulia
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district on the night of 17 December 1995. The consignment included
hundreds of AK-47 rifles, pistols, anti-tank grenades, rocket launchers and
thousands of rounds of ammunition, according to investigators.
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It was later revealed that the crew of the AN-26 consisted of five Latvian
nationals and British citizen Peter Bleach, all of whom were arrested. Davy,
a Danish citizen and the prime accused in the case, had escaped.

Vyapam scam: Charge sheet filed against accused
The CBI

National

filed a chargesheet here against 26 persons who had allegedly

rigged a recruitment test conducted by the Madhya Pradesh Professional
Examination Board (MPPEB) or ‘Vyapam’ in 2012.
The chargesheet is part of the CBI’s probe into what is known as the Vyapam
scam — large-scale rigging of entrance and recruitment exams conducted
by the MPPEB.
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“We have filed a chargesheet in the court of Special CBI Judge Suresh
Singh,” said central agency’s special prosecutor for the Vyapam scam
Satish Dinkar.
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The MPPEB is better known by its Hindi acronym ‘Vyapam’ (VyavsayikPariksha
Mandal).
“They have been charged with forgery, criminal conspiracy (under the IPC)
as well as under the Prevention of Corruption Act and Information Technology
Act,” Mr. Dinkar said.
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19 candidates

The accused include 19 candidates who allegedly tried to pass the test for
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transport constable’s post by bribing middlemen and Vyapam officials, he
said.
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Besides, it names Vyapam officials, including former controller of exams
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Pankaj Trivedi, and three middlemen.

The Special Task Force of Madhya Pradesh Police which investigated the
scam initially had filed a case against the accused in October 2014.
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A total of 56,450 candidates had appeared for the exam for transport
constable’s post in August 2012.

Cabinet contemplates RythuRaksha scheme
As the general elections are fast approaching, the State Cabinet is likely to roll
out RythuRaksha scheme, on the lines of RythuBandhu being implemented

National

in Telangana, for providing input assistance to farmers at the rate of Rs.
10,000 per acre. It was discussing the modalities till late in the night.
It has also contemplated providing cellphones to all DWCRA group members
and credit Rs. 10,000 into the bank account of each member of the thrift
groups, but has not given its final nod yet. This scheme is expected to
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benefit 94 lakh DWCRA members in the State.
Briefing mediapersons, Information and Public Relations and Rural Housing
Minister KalavaSrinivasulu said the Cabinet resolved to abolish life tax paid
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on autos and tractors. With this, the tax need not be paid except at the time
of purchase of the vehicles. This will benefit 9.79 lakh owners (farmers and
self-employed youth) of autorickshaws and tractors.
The government would incur a loss of Rs. 66.50 crore in the first year and
Rs. 54 crore per annum thereafter.
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SC to take ‘in-chamber’ decision on Article 35A plea
The Supreme Court
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said it will be taking an “in-chamber” decision on

the listing of petitions challenging the constitutional validity of Article 35-
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A, which provides special rights and privileges to permanent residents of
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Jammu and Kashmir.

The oral observation came from a Bench led by Chief Justice of India
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RanjanGogoi in response to an oral mentioning for early hearing of the
petitions.

Violates Statute

In August last year, the court indicated that it would consider the question of
whether Article 35A was violative of the Basic Structure of the Constitution.
However, at that time, the Centre and J&K government had sought an
adjournment on the ground that an interlocutor was carrying on dialogues

National

with the State’s stakeholders.
The special status was bestowed on Jammu and Kashmir by incorporating
Article 35A in the Constitution. Article 35A was incorporated by an order of
President Rajendra Prasad in 1954 on the advice of the Nehru Cabinet.
Parliament was not consulted when the President incorporated Article 35A
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into the Constitution through a Presidential Order issued under Article 370.
Article 368 (i) of the Constitution mandates that only the Parliament can
amend the Constitution by introducing a new article.
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Article 35A gives the J&K Legislature a carte blanche to decide the ‘permanent
residents’ of the State and grant them special rights and privileges in State
public sector jobs, acquisition of property in the State, scholarships and
other public aid and welfare programmes.
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The three-judge Bench will decide whether or not to refer the issue to the
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Constitution Bench. One of the main writ petitions has been filed by the
NGO, We the Citizens, which challenges the validity of both Article 35A and
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Article 370.
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ILO urges universal labour guarantee
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As heads of State and business leaders gather in Davos for the World
Economic Forum this week, the UN agency that sets international labour
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standards is asking them to commit to a universal labour guarantee,
universal social protection from birth to old age, an international governance
system for the gig economy, and a human-in-command approach to artificial
intelligence.
In a report on the ‘Future of Work’, released in Geneva to mark its centenary,
the International Labour Organisation (ILO) warned that “without decisive
action we will be sleepwalking into a world that widens inequality, increases

National

uncertainty and reinforces exclusion, with destructive political, social and
economic repercussions.”
Around the world, 190 million people are unemployed, while 300 million
workers live in extreme poverty, according to the ILO. Wage gaps are
growing at a time of declining wage growth.
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Two-thirds of jobs in the developing world are susceptible to automation,
and only 15% of households in emerging countries have Internet access.
Implementing the Paris Climate Agenda could create 24 million new jobs,
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but it could still be brutal to the 6 million workers expected to lose their jobs
in the transition to a greener economy.
In such a situation, the ILO asked all countries to “place people at the centre
of economic and social policy”, ensuring that final decisions are taken by
human beings.
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Bharat Ratna for Pranab, Deshmukh, Hazarika
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President Ramnath Kovind conferred the Bharat Ratna, the nation’s highest
civilian honour on former president Pranab Mukherjee, alongwith social
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activist NanajiDeshmukh (posthumous), and Assamese musician Bhupen
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Hazarika (posthumous).

Prime Minister Narendra Modi was the first to congratulate the awardees.
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‘Outstanding statesman’

“Pranab Da is an outstanding statesman of our times. He has served the
nation selflessly and tirelessly for decades, leaving a strong imprint on the
nation’s growth trajectory. His wisdom and intellect have few parallels,”
Prime Minister Modi tweeted. Of NanajiDeshmukh, a senior RSS leader who
also worked in the area of rural development and farmers welfare, and was
considered a stalwart of the SanghParivar, the Prime Minister in a tweet said:
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“NanajiDeshmukh’s stellar contribution towards rural development showed
the way for a new paradigm of empowering those living in our villages. He
personified humility, compassion and service to the downtrodden. He is a
Bharat Ratna in the truest sense.”
He said the late Assamese singer Bhupen Hazarika, the third winner of the
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Bharat Ratna this year, popularised India’s musical traditions globally.
“The songs and music of Shri Bhupen Hazarika are admired by people
across generations. From them radiates the message of justice, harmony
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and brotherhood,” Prime Minister Modi said.
All three awardees have political significance with NanajiDeshmukh being a
nod to the larger ideological family of the BJP.
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112 persons named for Padma awards

Former ISRO scientist S. Nambi Narayanan, who was falsely accused by
the Kerala police of spying, was selected for the Padma Bhushan on the

u
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eve of Republic Day.

Teejan Bai, Chhattisgarh folk artist; Ismail Omar Guelleh, President of

t
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Djibouti; AnilkumarManibhaiNaik, executive chairman of Larsen and Toubro,
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and BalwantMoreshwarPurandare, theatre artist from Maharashtra, were
named for Padma Vibhushan.
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Former Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar; lawyer for 1984 Sikh riots victim
H.S. Phoolka; cricketer GautamGambhir; composer Shankar Mahadevan;
and actor Prabhu Deva were among the Padma Shri recipients.
This year, the President has approved the names of 112 winners for the
Padma awards. The list comprises four Padma Vibhushan, 14 Padma
Bhushan and 94 Padma Shri awards. Twenty-one of the winners are
women. The list includes 11 persons from the category of Foreigner/NRI,
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three posthumous and one transgender. John Chambers, chairman of IT
major Cisco, who participated in Vibrant Gujarat summit last week, was
selected for the Padma Bhushan. So were renowned journalist KuldipNayar
(posthumously) and Kerala actor Mohanlal.
The others named for the Padma Bhushan are Sukhdev Singh Dhindsa,
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Akali Dal leader; Pravin Gordhan, South African Minister; MahashayDharam
Pal Gulati of MDH spices; Darshan Lal Jain, social worker from Haryana;
Ashok LaxmanraoKukade for services in healthcare; Kariya Munda, former
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Deputy Speaker of the Lok Sabha; Budhaditya Mukherjee, sitar artist;
V.K. Shunglu, former civil servant; Hukumdev Narayan Yadav of BJP; and
mountaineer Bachendri Pal.
Delhi surgeon Dr. Sandeep Guleria, actor Manoj Bajpayee, physicist
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RohiniGodbole, former ASI chief K.K. Muhammad and actor Kader Khan
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(posthumously ) were selected for the Padma Shri, as also writer Gita
Mehta, sister of Odisha chief minister Naveen Patnaik.
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SC upholds bankruptcy code, cites improved financial
flows
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In a whoop of victory for credits markets and entrepreneurship, the Supreme
Court upheld the constitutionality of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code

s
a

(IBC), saying the law sends a clear message that India is no longer “the
defaulter’s paradise”.

“The defaulter’s paradise is lost. In its place, the economy’s rightful position
has been regained,” a Bench of Justices RohintonNariman and Navin Sinha
gave the IBC a thumbs-up in their 150-page judgment.
The Code consolidates disparate bankruptcy and insolvency laws of the
past under one umbrella. The judgment authored by Justice Nariman
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termed these past laws as “trials which led to repeated errors”.
Time-bound
The IBC, on the other hand, adopts a two-pronged approach. It provides a
time-bound resolution mechanism, aimed at protecting the maximum value
of the assets of the corporate debtor. It also, while doing so, promotes
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entrepreneurship and credit markets. The court noted that the working of
the Code is being monitored by the Centre through expert committees.
The Code is constantly evolving, bettering itself.
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“We are happy to note that in the working of the Code, the flow of financial
resource to the commercial sector has increased exponentially as a result
of financial debts being repaid,” the judgment observed.
3,300 cases
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“Approximately 3,300 cases have been disposed of by the adjudicating
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authority based on out-of-court settlements between corporate debtors
and creditors which themselves involved claims amounting to over Rs.

u
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1,20,390 crore,” the judgment added.

It said the liquidation value of 63 of the 80 cases resolved through the
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acceptance of resolution plans was Rs. 29,788.07 crore. But the amount
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realised from the resolution process was Rs. 60,000 crore, that is, 202%
higher than the liquidation value. The court noted that IBC has witnessed
an improvement in the total flow of resources to the commercial sector,
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both bank and non-bank, and domestic and foreign (relatable to the nonfood sector), has gone up from a total of Rs. 14,530.47 crore in 2016-2017
to Rs. 18,469.25 crore in 2017- 2018 to Rs. 18,798.20 crore in the first six
months of 2018-2019.

Electoral bonds are a damp squib: Chawla
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The electoral bond scheme introduced by the government in 2017-18,
which saw the ruling BJP getting the highest funding, had turned out to
be a “damp squib and [a] huge disappointment” because of its failure to
address the issue of black money paid to political parties, former Chief
Election Commissioner Navin Chawla said here . It had emerged as a
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“greater method of camouflage”, he said.
Mr. Chawla, who oversaw the 2009 Lok Sabha elections, was in conversation
with N. Ram, Chairman, The Hindu Publishing Group, during the release
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of his book,Every Vote Counts: The Story of India’s Elections, at the Jaipur
Literature Festival.
‘Sea of black money’
“There is a sea of black money [for political parties] irrespective of
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demonetisation and irrespective of which party is in power,” Mr. Chawla
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remarked when asked about the source of money spent during elections.
Making cash contributions of less than Rs. 20,000 in multiples was
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not accounted for, while the Election Commission was making the
recommendation to change the law for 22 years without any result, he
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said.
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Mr. Chawla’s book has presented an account of the daunting task of
conducting the largest electoral exercise in the world, challenges before
the poll panel, maintaining credibility, holding free and fair elections and
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enforcing the model code of conduct. Mr. Ram observed that Indian elections
were considered “one of the wonders of the world”, partly because of the
sheer numbers of the electorate in the country.
Mr. Chawla said though the Election Commission’s structure had been built
brick-by-brick over 70 years, the 10th CEC, T.N. Seshan, had given teeth
to the body and brought so much independence to it that it did not consult
the executive while setting the dates for elections. “During my tenure, I
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tried to understand various fault lines of money and muscle power and
fake and paid news... It is remarkable that the winners and losers have
accepted the [election] results equally,” he said.
The former CEC, who authored a biography of Mother Teresa, said every
vote counted in a democracy, which had also formed the theme for his
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book, and cited the instance of the 2008 Rajasthan Assembly election
when Congress leader C.P. Joshi — presently the State’s Speaker — had
lost by a single vote in Nathdwara constituency. “We have tried to reach
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every last voter even in times of disturbances,” he said.
‘House of the rich’
Mr. Chawla said the statutory limit for election expenses was invariably
exceeded and wondered if India’s Parliament was on the way to becoming
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the House of the rich and powerful, without actually representing the voice
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of the people. When Mr. Ram cited the Centre for Media Studies’ estimates
of Rs. 1,50,000 crore spent on all elections between 2010 and 2014, half
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of which came from unaccounted money, Mr. Chawla said this was a
“worrisome aspect” of electoral expenditure.
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On being asked about the credibility of electronic voting machines, Mr.
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Chawla said the EVMs could not be linked to computers to make their
hacking possible.

“These machines have gone through a long judicial journey... Cases were
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filed in several High Courts. Until the Supreme Court takes a final view
on this, we must keep our faith in them. The same machines have given
different results in different polls,” the former CEC said.

Job on compassionate grounds not a right: SC
The Supreme Court has reiterated that the policy of compassionate
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appointment in public service is not a right, but a benefit held out by the state
to rescue the family of an employee, who died in harness, from penury.
A Bench led by Justice D.Y. Chandrachud observed that compassionate
appointment is an exception to the general rule that appointment to any
public post in the service of the state has to be made on the basis of
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principles which accord with Articles 14 and 16 of the Constitution.
Financial hardship
“Dependants of a deceased employee of the state are made eligible by
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virtue of the policy on compassionate appointment. The basis of the policy
is that it recognises that a family of a deceased employee may be placed
in a position of financial hardship upon the untimely death of the employee
while in service.”
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The court said it was the “immediacy of the need” which furnishes the basis
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for the state to allow the benefit of compassionate appointment. Where the
authority finds that the financial and other circumstances of the family are
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such that in the absence of immediate assistance, it would be reduced to
being indigent, an application from a dependent member of the family could
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be considered, Justice Chandrachud wrote.
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The court was hearing an appeal filed by Shashi Kumar, whose father,
an employee with the horticulture department in Himachal Pradesh, died
suddenly.
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Mr. Kumar applied for compassionate appointment, but the State government
wrote back saying that the income certificate does not contain the family
pension amount received. The State government argued in the High Court
that the information about the family pension was required to calculate the
financial status of the family and whether it was in need of compassionate
appointment. The High Court ruled in favour of Mr. Kumar, following which,
the State moved the Supreme Court.

National

The Supreme Court set aside the High Court decision, reasoning that the
scheme must take into account the welfare measures provided by the
government, including the family pension.
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RBI to inject Rs 37,500 cr through OMO in Feb
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) said it will inject Rs. 37,500 crore into the
system through purchase of government securities in February to increase

JANUARY 2019

VOL.53

liquidity. There will be no auction in the first week due to the scheduled MPC
meeting. The RBI said it will inform about the auction dates in due course.
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SC refuses to stay amended SC/ST Act
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The Supreme Court refused to stay the Scheduled Castes and the Scheduled
Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Amendment Act of 2018 which nullified a
controversial March 20 judgment diluting the stringent provisions of the Dalit
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protection law.

A Bench led by Justice U.U. Lalit posted the petitions for hearing on
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February 19. The government brought in the amendments as the Scheduled
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communities faced the same social stigma, poverty and humiliation which
they had been subjected to for centuries.
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Centre hikes scholarships
The Centre has hiked its popular research scholarship — called the Junior
Research Fellowship — to Rs. 31,000 per month, a roughly 25% increase
from the existing Rs. 25,000.
For months, research scholars across India have organised protests
demanding that the scholarship be hiked as the stipend hadn’t been revised
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since 2014.
A Wednesday communiqué from the Department of Science and Technology,
which was coordinating the exercise, said that the Senior Research
Fellowships (SRF), given to research students two years into their doctoral
studies, had been hiked to Rs. 35,000 per month. Stipends for Research
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Assistants (who are pursuing post-doctoral studies and have at least three
years of research experience) would range from Rs. 47,000 to Rs. 54,000
per month. In percentage terms, this is the lowest hike since 2010.
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60,000 to benefit
“The hike will directly benefit over 60,000 research fellows and also provide
a template to the States to consider increase in their fellowship rates,” the
department said in a statement.
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“The hikes were recommended based on inflation. We’d made a
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recommendation but the final numbers are a result of discussion among
the Human Resources Development, Science and the Finance Ministries,”
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Ashutosh Sharma, Secretary, Department of Science and Technology
told The Hindu.
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Mr. Sharma, who headed a committee to recommend the hikes, said from
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next year there would be a system in place to ensure that stipends are
revised annually.

Protest to continue
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But research scholars said they would continue their protests. “We were
promised by various authorities that the hikes would at least be in sync with
previous years. That is, a Rs. 9000 increase or a 56% increase (from 20102014). This is unacceptable and we will continue our protests,” said Nikhil
Gupta, a representative of the protesting scholars and a doctoral student at
the Sanjay Gandhi Post Graduate Institute, Lucknow.
In spite of being a leading scientific power in terms of research publications,
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India spends only about 0.7% of its GDP on research and development,
which is much lower than countries of comparable scientific prowess.

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

JANUARY 2019

VOL.53

m
o

c
.
m

u
r
fo

t
Economy
n
a
r
i
p

s
a

Economy

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
Home buyers fear dilution of Real Estate Act
The Ministry of Housing and Urban Affairs (MoHUA) plans to push through
some of the suggested changes to the RERA (Real Estate Regulatory
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Authority) Act, 2016, through a ‘Removal of Difficulties’ order, which does not
require Parliamentary approval for amendments.
The window for such a process ends on May 1, 2019. However, home-buyers
worry that such orders will dilute the Act’s pro-consumer provisions.
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A number of suggestions to change the Act and to improve implementation
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were made during four regional workshops held over the last few months,
MoHUA secretary DurgaShanker Mishra said . Representatives from State

u
r
fo

RERAs, consumer and home-buyer federations, as well as builder and real
estate groups, had participated in the workshops.
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“We have compiled the suggestions and we will see which of these changes
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can be made through the Removal of Difficulties clause,” said Mr. Mishra,
adding that a committee set up for the purpose would meet on January 3. Its
recommendations would then be sent to the Secretary and the Minister for
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approval.

Section 91 of the RERA Act gives the Centre power to issue orders to make
provisions to remove difficulties in implementing the Act.
Cause for concern
AbhayUpadhyay, president of the Forum for People’s Collective Efforts set
up to protect homebuyers and facilitate RERA implementation, is a member
of that panel, but believes that making major amendments under the guise of

Economy

a Removal of Difficulties order will be counter-productive.
“Builders are demanding amendments to definitions that will change the very
fabric of the Act,” he said.
The Act was passed by the Parliament and received the President’s assent
in March 2016. Certain sections, including Section 91, were notified on May
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1, 2016. Others were notified on May 1, 2017.
“The government seems to be arguing they can continue to amend sections
notified in 2017 until May 2019,” said Mr. Upadhyay.
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Eight new unicorns emerge in 2018
Private Equity (PE) investments in India rose to the highest-ever level of $33.1
billion in 2018, across 720 transactions, according to data from research firm
Venture Intelligence.
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PE investments had already surpassed the previous high — $24.3 billion
across 734 deals in 2017 — in the first nine months of 2018.
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The huge investments, including venture capital funding in consumer Internet
and mobile start-ups such as Swiggy and Byju’s towards the year-end,
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boosted the total 2018 vault by 36% year-on-year. This data excludes the PE
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investments in real estate.

“The mid-year Walmart-Flipkart deal clearly re-energised international
investors’ appetite for mega bets in Indian Internet and mobile companies,”
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said Arun Natarajan, founder, Venture Intelligence.
This has helped offset the slowdown in investments in sectors such as
financial services, manufacturing and infrastructure towards the year-end
triggered by “nervousness in the public markets and the IL&FS scare,” said
Mr. Natarajan.
The year saw the emergence of eight new ‘unicorns,’ or start-ups valued at
more than $1 billion, according to Venture Intelligence. These include hotel

Economy

chain OYO, online insurance start-up PolicyBazaar, food delivery start-up
Swiggy, Paytm Mall and education tech firm Byju’s in the business-to-consumer
segment.
Udan, the fastest
Apart from payments gateway BillDesk, the business-to-business entrants
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included software-as-a-service start-up Freshworks. Two-year-old businessto-business e-commerce platform Udaan became the fastest firm to reach the
unicorn status.
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IT &ITeS companies accounted for 32% of the PE investment pie in 2018,
attracting $10.6 billion across 383 deals. Swiggy raised $1 billion in a funding
round led by South African conglomerate Naspers. Japan’s SoftBank led $1
billion fund infusion into OYO. Digital payments firm Paytm raised $445 million
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from SoftBank and China’s Alibaba for its e-commerce business, Paytm Mall.
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Its parent company One97 Communications Limited also raised $356 million
from billionaire investor Warren Buffett’s Berkshire Hathaway Inc.

The other large-ticket IT &ITeS investments this year included the $300 million
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attracted by BillDesk. PolicyBazaar raised $236 million in a funding round
led by SoftBank and Swiggy’s rival Zomato raised $410 million across two
rounds.
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Reserve Bank relaxes debt recast norms for MSMEs
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Following a demand from the government for a debt recast package for micro,
small and medium enterprises (MSMEs), the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has
relaxed the provisioning norms for lenders for restructuring loans of up to Rs.
25 crore.

According to the guidelines released, the RBI has allowed one-time restructuring
of existing loans to MSMEs that are in default but ‘standard’ as on January 1,
2019. Banks have to make only 5% provisioning for restructuring the loans as

Economy

compared to 15-20% earlier.
The government has been asking for such a package for a long time for the
MSME sector which was severely hit due to demonetisation exercise and
implementation of the Goods and Services Tax (GST).
Enabling environment
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“Considering the importance of MSMEs in the Indian economy, it is considered
necessary at this juncture to take certain measures for creating an enabling
environment for the sector,” RBI said. The issue of restructuring of MSME
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accounts was discussed by the RBI board on November 19, 2018 . The issue
also figured during RBI’s recent interactions with the lenders.
“The above issue has been examined in RBI and a view has been taken
to facilitate meaningful restructuring of MSME accounts that have become
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stressed,” RBI said.
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The restructuring has to be implemented by March 31, 2020, the RBI said.

“A provision of 5%, in addition to the provisions already held, shall be made
in respect of accounts restructured under this scheme,” the RBI said, adding
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that each bank or non-bank should formulate a policy for this scheme with the
board’s approval.
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U.K. Sinha to head RBI panel on MSME revival
The RBI has appointed an eight-member expert committee headed by former
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SEBI chairman U.K. Sinha to comprehensively review and propose longterm solutions for revival of the micro, small and medium enterprises (MSME)
sector.

Other members of the panel are Ram Mohan Mishra, Additional Secretary,
Development Commissioner MSME; Pankaj Jain, Joint Secretary, Department
of Financial Services, Ministry of Finance; P. K. Gupta, Managing Director,
SBI; Abhiman Das, Professor, IIM-Ahmedabad; Sharad Sharma, co-founder,

Economy

iSPIRT Foundation; and BinduAnanth, Chair, Dvara Trust. The committee will
submit its report by the end of June 2019.
Among the terms of references, the RBI said the panel would review the current
institutional framework in place to support the MSME sector, and examine the
factors affecting the timely and adequate availability of finance to the sector.
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Double whammy
The MSME sector has been facing stress due to the demonetisation exercise
and implementation of GST.
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The panel will also review existing MSME-focussed policies and their impact,
and study the global best practices with respect to MSMEs and recommend
their adoption in India. Meanwhile, RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das tweeted
that he would hold meetings with MSME associations and representatives of
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NBFCs next week.
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CESC wins distribution bid for Malegaon Circle
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CESC Ltd. has won the bid for distribution franchisee in the Malegaon Circle
in Maharashtra, regulatory filing by the company said.
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“As per a letter of intent dated January 2, 2019 issued by Maharashtra State
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Electricity Distribution Co. Ltd., a government of Maharashtra Undertaking,
we have been declared as successful bidder for appointment as distribution
franchisee in respect of Malegaon Municipal Corporation area under Malegaon
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Circle” it said.

India’s oldest power utility has a 600 MW independent power plant in
Chandrapur in Maharashtra, and is engaged in power distribution in Noida
(through a subsidiary) and Kota, Bikaner and Bharatpur in Rajasthan (as a
franchisee), besides West Bengal where it has a 567 square km distribution
area with 3.2 million customers. Its consumer base is more than 4.3 million.
Besides a 1,725 MW thermal power capacity (including an independent power
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plant at Haldia), it also has a 174 MW renewable power capacity through three
wind power plants in Gujarat, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh, and a solar
power plant in Tamil Nadu.
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E-com clarification adds to confusion
The government’s attempt to provide clarity regarding its e-commerce rules
announced last week seems to have backfired, with the clarification, instead,
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creating a lot of confusion, notably regarding whether private labels can be
sold on e-commerce portals or not.
The reason for the confusion, according to lawyers conversant with the matter,
seems to be that the reference in Thursday’s clarification to ‘private labels’ is
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to the products sold under these labels and not the companies behind the
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labels, as assumed by many.

“Concerns have been raised that Press Note 2/2018 prohibits sale of private
label products through the marketplace,” the Department of Industrial Policy
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and Promotion (DIPP) said in press release. “It is clarified that present policy
does not impose any restriction on the nature of products which can be sold
on the marketplace.”
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“They are saying they are not restricting any product from being sold in the
marketplace, but they are restricting the players who can sell it,” L. Badri
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Narayanan, partner, Lakshmikumaran&Sridharan. said. “For example,
Amazon Basics or Flipkart Essentials, are sold on only Amazon and Flipkart,
respectively. But the condition in the rules [released last week] specifically
says that group companies are not allowed to sell on the platform.”
“But, if, for example, Tata Croma wants to sell products from Amazon Basics
on the Amazon website, then there is no restriction on the sale of such labels,”
Mr. Narayanan added. “But then, this is no longer a private label.”
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Dilution of stance?
The ambiguity in the wording of the clarification led many commentators and
media houses to conclude that the government had diluted its earlier stance
and now allowed private labels owned by e-commerce companies to sell their
products on that e-commerce company’s portal.
Officials in the Ministry of Commerce declined comment when contacted
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byThe Hindu, and queries mailed to the DIPP Secretary have so far been
unanswered.
The clarification has drawn criticism from traders’ bodies with the Confederation
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of All India Traders (CAIT) saying that there is no ambiguity in the original
rules saying that private labels owned by e-commerce companies would not
be allowed to sell on their portals.
“The nature of the product does not have any linkage with private labels or
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branding,” Praveen Khandelwal, national secretary general of CAIT told The
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Hindu. “They have already mentioned in the earlier provisions that any entity
in which the marketplace has a stake, will not be allowed to sell its goods on
the same marketplace. It is very clear that the situation will remain as it is.

u
r
fo

Private labels with a stake owned by the marketplace will not be allowed.”
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Services PMI slips to 53.2 in December: Nikkei survey
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Service sector activity expanded strongly in December, albeit with a marginally
lower reading than in the previous month, according to the Nikkei India Services
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Business Activity Index.

“Despite falling to 53.2 in December, from 53.7 mid-quarter, the seasonally
adjusted Nikkei India Services Business Activity Index pointed to an expansion
in sector output that was among the strongest recorded in the past two years,”
the report said. “The figure contributed to the highest quarterly average seen
since Q4 FY 2015-16.”
Stronger demand
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The report said that India’s service economy expanded on the back of
strengthening demand. Although growth of new work and activity moderated
from November’s four-month high, companies hired additional workers, it
added.
“Service sector continued to enjoy positive levels of activity in December, with
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
new business and employment remaining on an upward path,” Pollyanna De
Lima, principal economist, IHS Markit, and author of the report, said. “However,
except for jobs, rates of expansion slowed slightly to form a somewhat
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SEBI tweaks norms for commodity exchanges
Commodity derivatives exchanges will now have to disclose the quantum of
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trading done by farmers and other commodity market participants like millers
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and wholesalers on the exchange platform, as the capital market regulator
has tweaked the disclosure norms for such bourses.
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In a circular issued , the Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI)
directed commodity bourses to disclose the open interest and turnover of
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various categories of participants like farmers, farmers producer organisations
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(FPOs), value chain participants, proprietary traders, foreign participants, and
domestic financial institutional investors.

Value chain participants include processors, commercial users like dal and
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flour millers, importers, exporters, physical market traders, stockists, cash and
carry participants, produces and wholesalers among others.
Currently, commodity derivatives exchanges disseminate turnover data for
only two broad categories of participants — clients and proprietary.
Incidentally, the SEBI move assumes significance also because a large
section of market players believe that the commodity market turnover is
largely dominated by speculators and other participants that are not genuinely
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connected with the commodity segment.
Transparency important
“Transparency in the commodities derivatives markets is paramount for price
signals as well as its correlation with the underlying physical market activities,”
stated SEBI in the circular.
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for every Wednesday by next Wednesday by October 1, 2019. By April 1,
2020 onwards, such disclosures shall be made on daily basis by 6 p.m. on
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RBI limits customer liability in fraudulent PPI transactions
The Reserve Bank of India has decided to limit the liability of customers in
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case of unauthorised electronic payment transactions in Prepaid Payment

c
.
m

Instruments (PPIs) issued by non-banks.

Under new norms on customer liability, the regulator said frauds due to third-
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party breach where neither the customer nor the PPI issuer is at fault, there
cannot be any liability for the customer, in case the incident in reported within
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three days.
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If the fraud is reported between three and seven days, customer liability will
amount to the transaction value or Rs. 10,000, whichever is lower.
For over seven days, the liability of the customer will be according to the
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board-approved policy of the PPI issuer.
After the customer reports the fraud, the PPI issuer has to credit the amount
involved in the unauthorised transaction to the customer’s PPI within 10
days.

Proof of liability
“The burden of proving customer liability in case of unauthorised electronic
payment transactions shall lie on the PPI issuer,” RBI said. There will be
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no liability to the customer if fraud is due to negligence or deficiency of the
PPI issuer, irrespective of whether or not the transaction is reported by the
customer.
“In cases where the loss is due to negligence by a customer, such as where
he / she has shared the payment credentials, the customer will bear the entire
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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loss occurring after the reporting of the unauthorised transaction shall be
borne by the PPI issuer,” the RBI said.
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Slippery quarter for auto industry likely
The third quarter of the financial year ended December is expected to be a
soft quarter for auto companies with revenue and net profit likely to grow by
7% and 6% respectively, Kotak Institutional Equities said.
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The EBITDA margin is likely decline by 80 bps (basis points) year-on-year
due to an increase in commodity prices and higher discount levels, it said in
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a report.
Exposure to aftermarket
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“Suppliers will have a relatively better quarter with revenue and EBITDA growth
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of 11% and 6%, respectively due to exposure to the steady and profitable
aftermarket. Commercial vehicle and two-wheeler OEMs will particularly
report weak results,” it said in the report.
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Kotak said though the prices of major commodities such as steel, aluminium,
lead and copper have declined over the past few months, the benefit will
accrue to companies starting 4QFY19.
It said suppliers will have a relatively better quarter due to exposure to
aftermarket. “We expect auto component companies under our coverage to
report a relatively better quarter with 11% yoy revenue growth and 6% EBITDA
growth in 3Q FY19. This is due to exposure to the steady and profitable
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aftermarket.”
Also, battery companies will benefit from the recent decline in lead prices, it
said.
MotilalOswal Securities Ltd., in its report, said demand momentum across
segments in the third quarter was hurt by increased cost of ownership led
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as well as stress at farm level leading to the lowest festive sales in past 4-5
years.
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“We expect operating performance for most of the auto OEMs to bottom
out in 3Q FY19, as we expect demand to normalise led by factors such as
softening in fuel prices, improvement in liquidity and new product launches,”
MotilalOswal Securities said.
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New norms: big e-com firms may seek time

Large e-commerce marketplaces could approach the government seeking

u
r
fo

extension of the February 1 deadline as compliance with the recent changes
would require at least 4-5 months at operational level, according to multiple
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sources.
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A senior executive at one of the big e-commerce companies said at least 4-5
months would be needed for players to rework the operational aspects and
that the February 1 deadline does not provide adequate time.
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Reworking ties

The rules were announced on December 26, giving firms just a month to
execute these changes which, in many cases, would require reworking existing
partnerships and even, overhauling business models, the executive added.
Another official said companies are studying the recently announced
amendments in detail and are likely to approach the government in the coming
weeks. These representatives did not wish to be identified as the matter is
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sensitive. Emails sent to Amazon and Flipkart did not elicit any response.
The government’s move to tighten norms has hit Amazon and Flipkart the
hardest as the new regulations prohibit online marketplaces with foreign
investment to sell products of companies in which they hold stake. Norms
also ban exclusive marketing arrangements.
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Why RBI should change its repo rate stance
Interest rate is a very important variable in any economy. It impacts investments
by entrepreneurs for creation of capacities, i.e. growth, it impacts financial
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investments, and retail borrowings for consumption purposes, e.g. house, car,
etc. The fulcrum for deciding the spectrum of interest rates in our economy
is the RBI repo rate, currently at 6.5%, which is taken as the signal rate for
the ecosystem. On its part, the RBI looks at many factors for deciding the
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repo rate, the most important parameter being inflation, as the real interest
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rate in the economy should be positive in the interest of savers. Other factors
are GDP growth rate, currency exchange rate, global interest rate movement,
etc.
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Apart from the signal rate i.e. repo rate of 6.5%, there is a policy rate stance
of the Monetary Policy Committee (MPC), which gives the future guidance.
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An easing stance, called ‘dovish’ means the MPC will have a preference for
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reduction of the policy rate, depending on the variables mentioned above. A
tightening stance, called ‘hawkish’ means the MPC will have a bias for rate
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hikes, depending mostly on inflation. A neutral policy rate stance implies that
the MPC will change interest rates only when there is a compelling reason. The
juncture where we stand today is remarkable: we have consumer price inflation
(CPI) of 2.33% in November, much on the lower side by Indian standards.
However, the policy rate stance of the RBI MPC is ‘calibrated tightening’ i.e.
they would look to gradually hike interest rates. The stance was changed from
neutral to hawkish in the review meeting held on 5 October 2018, and was
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maintained in the meeting on 5 December 2018.
What is the objection to the hawkish stance? When interest rates are high,
vis-à-vis inflation, it is loaded in favour of the saver, which is fair to that extent.
However, the RBI has to walk the fine line for balancing the interests of the
saver and borrower. Capital is an important ingredient for production, and a
higher-than-warranted interest rate is disincentive to the entrepreneur, since
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money is available to her at a relatively higher cost. In a way, the ecosystem is
giving a message to the entrepreneur that we do not want you to create fresh
capacities, which would have led to economic growth for the country. Same
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logic applies to personal consumption loans as well; if loans are available
at attractive rates, consumption purchases like house or car or domestic
appliances would lead to demand, and thereby have better growth for the
economy.
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Currently, not only is inflation on the lower side (2.33% in November), RBI’s
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projections are on the lower side as well. In the MPC meeting held on 5
December 2018, the inflation projection is 2.7-3.2% for the period October
2018 to March 2019 and 3.8-4.2% for April 2019 to September 2019. This

u
r
fo

is benign, very much within RBI’s target inflation rate of 4%. That being the
case, rate hike bias is inimical to growth prospects for the country. Economists
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are discussing the probabilities of interest rate cuts in 2019, driven by benign
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inflation. However, for the RBI MPC, prior to a rate cut action per se, the
outlook has to be changed. It is not possible for them to reduce interest rates
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while maintaining a hawkish rate stance; it has to be changed to neutral. The
next meeting for the RBI MPC is scheduled for 7 February; it is high time they
change course in the interest of growth of the country. The other possibility is
change of stance and rate action on the same day, but that may be expecting
too much. Hence, the likelihood is, they would shift to neutral on 7 February
2019 and take rate action in April 2019, depending on inflation trajectory and
other relevant parameters. The biggest component of CPI, which is food, has
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seen a consistent decline over the last five years, and is currently negative on
year-on-year measurement. Though food inflation would not remain negative
in 2019, there is a structural improvement in food inflation, and the benefit
should be transferred to the economy in terms of lower interest rates.
Net-net, given the higher likelihood of interest rate cuts in 2019, it would be
better for your home or car loans, but please take care of financial planning.
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Things should be proportionate and loans should be within a certain
percentage of your net-of-tax earnings. Lower interest rates are better for your
existing investments as well; equities driven by better earnings prospects of

JANUARY 2019

VOL.53

companies (lower interest cost) and debt driven by interest rates coming down
(bond prices move inversely with interest rates). Lower interest rates are not
so good for fresh investments in debt, as you would be doing it at relatively
lower interest rates, but the impact would not be as much as to alter your
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portfolio allocation decision.
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MGNREGA scheme faces fund shortage
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The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act scheme is
facing a severe fund crunch, with 99% of money allocated already exhausted
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three months before the end of the financial year, and 11 States and Union

a
r
i
p

Territories having a negative net balance.

Studies analysing government data show that the scheme faces difficulties
in meeting the demand for work and paying wages on time. These issues

s
a

are likely to be exacerbated by the current fund crisis, according to worried
economists, researchers and workers on the ground.
Lean season
The scheme’s financial statement shows that as , the total availability of funds
was Rs. 59,032 crore. The total expenditure, including payment due, stands
at Rs. 58,701 crore. That leaves a slim margin of only Rs. 331 crore. For 11
States, that margin is non-existent, as their accounts are already in the red.
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“There are three more months to go and this is when the lean agricultural season
is upon us, when demand for MGNREGA employment peaks, intensifying the
suffering at a time when work is needed most,” said Nikhil Dey, an activist with
the MazdoorKisan Shakti Sangathan. “Rainfall deficits and drought this year
are likely to worsen the situation, as we saw in 2015-16 when the demand and
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need for work was higher than normal.”
A team of independent researchers led by Azim Premji University’s Rajendran
Narayanan has found that employment provided was already 32% lower than
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work demanded during 2017-18. Their ongoing study is analysing government
data on the demand generated, employment provided, and fund availability
in 3,500 panchayats across 10 representative States last year.
In monetary terms, using this data to estimate national allocation, this means
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that Rs. 76,131 crore is the minimum amount needed to meet the registered
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work demand last year, almost 30% higher than the current allocation, said
the study.

“This shows that the employment provided is wilfully capped based on the
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funds available. On the ground, we are seeing that State governments and
field functionaries are compelled not to register demand for work in order to

t
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contain the payment liabilities of the governments,” said Mr. Dey.
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Nurturing innovation in the agriculture sector
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As many as 24 teams of entrepreneurs, all in the agriculture start-up space,
visited some of the coconut farms in Pollachi recently. They were there to meet
the farmers, know first-hand the challenges faced by the coconut growers,
learn more about the irrigation systems used and see if their innovative
solutions can be used in the farms.
After a two-day visit to Coimbatore and Pollachi and gaining better insight into
the coconut crop, some of these teams have started submitting proposals to
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Marico Innovation Foundation to try out their technologies in the farms.
The visit was organised by the foundation, which is a non-profit organisation
of Marico, as part of its “Innovate2Cultivate” programme.
This is a programme that connects start-ups with farmers of specific crops so
that innovations are nurtured and taken to the farms.
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Priya Kapadia, head of the Marico Innovation Foundation, explains that this
is the first sector-specific project of “Innovate2Cultivate” and has the Centre
for Innovation Incubation and Entrepreneurship as its knowledge partner.
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The foundation invited start-ups to take part by listing out some of the
broad challenges faced by the coconut growers and received nearly 100
applications.
Of these, 37 were short-listed as cohort members and all of them are working
in the agriculture sector.
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Working on alternatives

The start-ups have developed or are working on technologies and solutions
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such as organic micro nutrients and alternatives to pest management and
soil management. But these are for specific crops. “The project gives them
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an exposure to a new crop, potential customers and business,” she says.
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Kshitij Thakur, co-founder of Mumbai-based Occipital Tech, was part of the
team of entrepreneurs who came to Pollachi.

His company builds grading and sorting solutions for fruits and vegetables.
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“Grading and sorting is mostly done manually now and is not standardised.
We use computer vision. Cameras are placed on the conveyor belts and the
software sorts the produce based on shape, colour, and size, according to the
requirements of the customer. We are targeting food processing companies
and exporters,” he says.
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Irrigation projects delay led to jump in costs: CAG
Tardy implementation of projects under the Accelerated Irrigation Benefit
Programme (AIBP) between 2008-2017 led to an almost threefold jump in
the cost of these projects to Rs. 1.20 lakh crore, according to a report by the
Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG), tabled in Parliament.
The AIBP was initiated in 1996 as a Central scheme to speed up the
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especially those which were beyond the resource capability of the States.
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RBI makes changes in gold scheme
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) made some changes in the Gold
Monetisation Scheme (GMS) by including charitable institutions and the
Central government, among others.
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Apart from individual and joint depositors, the scheme could now be availed
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by charitable institutions, the Central government, the State government or
any other entity owned by the Central government or the State government,
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the RBI said in a notification.

In 2015, the government launched the GMS to mobilise the gold held by

t
n

households and institutions.
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GMS allows bank customers to deposit idle gold holdings for a fixed period
in return for interest.
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RBI Governor meets NBFC representatives
Representatives of the troubled shadow banking sector met Reserve Bank
Governor Shaktikanta Das and are understood to have discussed a host of
issues surrounding liquidity, which they have been struggling with since the
IL&FS crisis broke out late August last.
There has also been a suggestion to have a bi-annual meeting between the
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Governor and the representatives of the sector which is most likely to be
implemented, sources said.
“We discussed our problems, starting with the liquidity issues. It is not as bad
as November on liquidity right now, but the costs have gone up. We hope
that the costs will come down soon,” one of the attendees of the meeting told
PTI.
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Mr. Das, who has been meeting all the key stakeholders, including banks
and MSME representatives, after taking charge last month , told the meeting
that NBFCs played a significant role in ensuring credit flow to the economy,
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sources said.
He also sought suggestions on how to improve the credit flow, they said,
adding no assurances were offered at the meeting.
Some NBFCs are said to have requested the RBI to allow them to access
public deposits, which could give them access to funds.
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GST burden on small businesses eased
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The GST Council in its 32nd meeting — the last before the Budget — took
a slew of decisions aimed at reducing the tax and compliance burden on
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small and medium enterprises, including increasing the threshold limit below
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which companies are exempt from GST, extending the Composition Scheme
to small service providers, and allowing small companies to file annual
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returns.

The Council also raised the annual turnover limit under which companies
would be exempt from GST to Rs. 40 lakh for most States and Rs. 20 lakh
for the North Eastern and hill states, from the earlier limit of Rs. 20 lakh and
Rs. 10 lakh, respectively.
“A very large part of GST revenue comes from the formal sector and large
companies,” Finance Minister ArunJaitley said at a press conference. “The
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decisions taken today by the GST Council have been done to help the small
and medium companies. The revenue impact due to these will be minimal.”
“Increasing the threshold limit [in general] from Rs. 20 lakh to Rs. 40 lakh
is a welcome relaxation from the GST Council and should benefit a large
number of taxpayers,” Pratik Jain, Partner and Leader Indirect Tax, PwC
India, said. “Also, increasing the threshold to Rs. 40 lakh instead of Rs. 75
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lakh [as speculated] is better because while we need to provide relief to small
taxpayers, it is equally important to expand the tax base.”
Mr. Jaitley announced that the limit for eligibility for the Composition Scheme
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would be raised to an annual turnover of Rs. 1.5 crore from April 1, 2019. He
added that companies opting for the Composition Scheme would be allowed
to file annual returns and pay taxes quarterly from April 1.
The Composition Scheme currently allows companies with an annual turnover
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of up to Rs. 1 crore to opt for it, and file returns on a quarterly basis at a

c
.
m

nominal rate of 1%. So far, only manufacturers and traders were eligible for
this scheme.
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Mr. Jaitley said that the Council had decided to extend the Composition
Scheme to small service providers with an annual turnover of up to Rs. 50
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lakh, at a tax rate of 6%.
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“The option of composition scheme for small service providers is quite a
welcome one,” Abhishek Jain, Tax Partner, EY India said. “Further, allowing a
quarterly payment and annual return should bring quite a lot of relief and ease
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of doing business for small service providers.”
The Confederation of All India Traders, in a statement, said that increasing
the GST threshold limit would allow about 10 lakh traders to be exempt from
the compliance burden of GST, and added that increasing the Composition
Scheme limit would benefit about 20 lakh small businesses that fall between
the annual turnover brackets of Rs. 1 crore and Rs. 1.5 crore.
Kerala cess
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The GST Council also decided to allow Kerala to levy a cess of up to 1% for up
to two years on intra-State supplies to help finance the disaster relief efforts
following the recent floods in the state.
“Allowing disaster cess of 1% to be introduced in the State of Kerala on local
supplies… may be an administrative issue for both businesses and government
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Mr. Jain added.
As there were diverse and differing opinions on the issues of taxing real
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estate and lotteries, the GST Council decided to set up to separate Groups of
Ministers to look into the issue and present their assessments to the Council,
Mr. Jaitley said.
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Market risk, economic growth to drive gold demand in 2019:
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WGC

Increased market uncertainty and expansion of protectionist economic policies
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will make gold increasingly attractive as a hedge in 2019, says the latest
report by the World Gold Council (WGC), adding that structural economic
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reforms in key markets will continue to support demand for gold in jewellery,
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technology and as means of savings in the year.

“We expect that the interplay between market risk and economic growth in
2019 will drive gold demand,” said the report.
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Key trends

According to WGC, key trends that are expected to influence the precious
metal’s price performance include financial market instability, monetary policy
and the U.S. dollar and the structural economic reforms.
“Against this backdrop, we believe that gold has an increasingly relevant role
to play in investors’ portfolios,” the report added, while highlighting that in
2019 global investors would continue to favour gold as an effective diversifier

Economy

and hedge against systemic risk.
Gold’s performance in the near-term would be heavily influenced by
perceptions of risk, the direction of the dollar, and the impact of structural
economic reforms, WGC said. “In the longer term, gold will be supported
by the development of the middle class in emerging markets, its role as
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an asset of last resort, and the ever-expanding use of gold in technological
applications,” the report stated.
Incidentally, gold prices witnessed a see-saw journey in 2018 as investor
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interest ebbed and flowed despite steady growth in most sectors of demand.
The precious metal also faced headwinds for most part of 2018 with the dollar
strengthening, the Fed continuing to hike rates steadily while other central
banks keeping policy accommodative, and the U.S. economy was getting a
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fillip in the form of tax cuts.
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Govt. plans technology centres for MSMEs
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The Ministry of Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises (MSME) will develop
20 technology centres, along with extension centres across the country in
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another 3-5 years.
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According to Sudhir Garg, Joint Secretary of the Union Ministry of MSME,
these centres would come up at an investment of Rs. 200 crore each. There
are plans to have about 100 extension centres, each at an investment of Rs.
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20 crore. “We are identifying locations. These will come up in the next three to
five years. The aim is to ensure that maximum [number of] units are benefited
from the facilities,” he said.
As many as 18 tool rooms are operational in the country and 15 more are in
different stages of development or have started functioning. These tool rooms
are specific to electronics, general engineering and high-end engineering
sectors.
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They have modern technology machinery and testing equipment and the
services are offered to industries at a competitive price.
With the development of technologies such as virtual reality and augmented
reality, the manufacturing units in the MSME sector need to have access to
these.
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The Ministry is creating trained manpower in virtual reality through the National
Small Industries Corporation (NSIC). It has also developed training modules
that use virtual reality and these will be launched across the country through
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the NSIC in a couple of months.
“We are training people in augmented reality too,” he said.

India to unveil Air Cargo Policy

m
o

India’s first Air Cargo Policy will be unveiled at the two-day Global Aviation
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Summit starting here.

Despite registering a double-digit growth for nearly four years in a row, India
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has remained without a specific policy for air cargo.

Civil Aviation Minister Suresh Prabhu, announcing this, said that over 30
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countries were participating in the first-of-its-kind aviation summit.
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“A policy to provide thrust to air cargo has been drafted for the first time and
will fuel the growth of the aviation sector and boost the country’s economy,”
he said.
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Safety, affordability

Emphasising that security, safety, convenience and affordability were the key
aspects, the Minister said the aviation vision for 2040 would address all the
issues so that India will have sustainable growth in the sector at all times.
“We are trying to make a policy for air cargo so that the aviation market can
grow, which, in turn, will boost the trade and economy of the country,” he
said.

Economy

Mr. Prabhu said that the success of the aviation sector in the country was
completely propelled by the participation of private players, adding that
infrastructure for the movement of air cargo could be created in the same
way.
The Minister said night hours, when air passenger traffic was negligible, could
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be used to airlift cargo.
Civil Aviation Ministry officials said that solutions to critical issues relating to
agriculture and manufacturing output and their supplies had been sufficiently
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explored in the policy which was integrated with logistics.
Mr. Prabhu indicated that the government is of the view that the basic objective
on which the logistics and cargo policy is being put in place is based on the
premise that its context is important because both logistics and cargo are

m
o

one of the biggest growth-driven sectors in India after services.

Just a day to process I-T returns

c
.
m

u
r
fo

The processing time for your income tax returns could well take only a day, as
compared to 63 days now, if a proposal approved by the Cabinet fructifies.
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The proposal is for the development of an upgraded e-filing portal that would
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ease income tax return filing and reduce the processing time for returns, the
government announced.
Live in 21 months
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The Integrated E-filing & Centralized Processing Center 2.0 is expected
to take 18 months to develop and three months to be tested before it is
implemented, and an amount of Rs. 4,241.97 crore has been set aside for
it. The portal will be operational for eight years, and the project has been
awarded to Infosys, which emerged as the lowest bidder.
“The Income Tax Department currently takes about 63 days to process an
income tax return,” Minister of Railways and Coal Piyush Goyal said at a
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press conference. “Using the new system, this would go down to just one
day.”
“Rectification requests, which are currently in 2% of the returns, our estimate
is that this will go down to just 0.1%,” Mr. Goyal added. “That is, of the number
of rectification requests today, just 5% will remain. The remaining 95% will
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“This approval has significant benefits for the Department and taxpayers
through various functionalities such as pre-filling of ITR and acceptance by
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taxpayer as a means to improve accuracy and to reduce refund/processing
turnaround time drastically, and facilitation to taxpayers in resolving outstanding
tax demands,” the government said in a release.
Mr. Goyal added that in the current version of the automatic processing
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system, about 23 crore income tax returns have been filed so far. He said
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that refunds of Rs. 1.83 lakh crore have been issued in the current financial
year up to September 30.
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RBI eases norms for external commercial borrowing
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In a bid to improve ease of doing business, the Reserve Bank of India has
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decided to liberalise external commercial borrowing (ECB) norms, allowing
all companies that are eligible for receiving foreign direct investment, to raise
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funds through the ECB route.

“The list of eligible borrowers has been expanded. All entities eligible to receive
foreign direct investment can borrow under the ECB framework,” the central
bank said in a statement. The new framework takes immediate effect.
“It has now been decided, in consultation with the Government of India, to
rationalise the extant framework for ECB and Rupee denominated bonds to
further improve the ease of doing business,” the RBI said.

Economy

3-year maturity
The RBI has decided to keep the minimum average maturity period at 3 years
for all ECBs, irrespective of the amount of borrowing, except for borrowers
specifically permitted to borrow for a shorter period. Earlier, the minimum
average maturity period was five years. The ceiling for borrowing remains at
$750 million.
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“All eligible borrowers can now raise ECBs up to $750 million or equivalent
per financial year under the automatic route replacing the existing sectorwise limits,” RBI said.
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Any entity, who is a resident of a country which is financial action task
force compliant, will be treated as a recognised lender. “This change
increases lending options and allows various new lenders in ECB space
while strengthening the [anti money laundering / combating the financing of
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terrorism] framework,” it said.
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RBI had capped funds raised via ECBs at 6.5% of GDP, at current market
prices. Based on GDP figures for March 31, 2018, ‘the soft limit works out to
$160 billion,’ RBI had said.
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BASF, Adani ink €2 bn petrochemicals MoU
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Germany’s BASF SE (BASF) has signed a memorandum of understanding
(MoU) with the Adani Group to invest €2 billion or Rs. 16,000 crore in the
acrylics value chain, making it BASF’s largest investment in India to date.
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The designated site would be located at Mundra port in Gujarat, said the
companies in a joint statement. A feasibility study would be completed by the
end of 2019 and BASF would hold majority stake in the venture.
Commenting on the MoU, Gautam Adani, chairman, Adani Group, said, “Our
partnership with BASF is a big step forward in enabling our country’s ‘Make
in India’ programme, as this partnership will allow us to produce in Mundra
several of the chemicals along the C3 chemical value chain that we are
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currently importing.
‘Ideally suited’
“Mundra’s infrastructure is ideally suited to enable chemicals production,
and our ability to deliver renewable power makes this a unique partnership
on several fronts.” The potential investment comprises the development,
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dehydrogenation (PDH), oxo C4 complex (butanols and 2-ethylhexanol),
glacial acrylic acid (GAA), butyl acrylate (BA) and potentially other downstream
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products, said the statement.
Domestic market focus
The products are predominantly for the Indian market to serve a wide range
of local industries, including construction, automotive and coatings.
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“BASF’s intention to invest in a major new site for the acrylics value chain in
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India clearly demonstrates our strong and long-term commitment to our Indian
customers,” said Martin Brudermüller, chairman of the board of executive
directors, BASF SE.
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“Together with the Adani Group, we would have the opportunity to provide
our customers with high-quality chemicals and support them in growing their
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business. With our production powered by renewable energy, we would be
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able to minimise our impact on the environment,” he added.
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Inflation volatility is a challenge, says RBI Governor
Amid a growing demand for a reduction in interest rate in the upcoming
monetary policy review scheduled for February 7, Reserve Bank of India (RBI)
Governor Shaktikanta Das said wide divergences and volatility in inflation
pose challenges for its assessment.
The case for a rate cut has been cited by economists and industry lobbies
on the back of a sharp fall in retail inflation in recent months with the latest
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data showing December CPI inflation at 2.2%. “Although headline inflation
has moderated significantly in recent years, its major components — inflation
in food, fuel, and inflation excluding food and fuel — are exhibiting wide
divergences this year,” Mr. Das said in his first speech after taking charge in
December.
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“While food inflation has turned negative since October 2018 and fuel inflation
has been highly volatile, inflation, excluding food and fuel, remains sticky at
close to 6%,” he said adding such ‘wide divergences and large volatilities’
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pose challenges for inflation assessment
Careful analysis of data
“Balancing the objectives of inflation and growth under a flexible inflation
targeting framework would warrant careful analysis of every new data,” he
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said in his speech at the Vibrant Gujarat Summit.
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Observing maintaining price stability in the economy was a basic mandate
for a central bank, the Governor acknowledged that easing of global crude
oil prices augured well for inflation outcomes. Mr.Das also spoke about

u
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challenges that Indian firms may face due to developments around Brexit.
On the banking sector, the Governor reiterated the central bank’s financial
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stability report assessment that gross NPA ratio of the banks could further
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come down to 10.3% in March 2019 compared with 10.8% in September
2018.
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“It will remain critical to ensure that further slippages are contained,” he
said.

He also said banks had improved their profitability ratios and capital positions
and also the provision coverage ratio which increased to 52.4% in endSeptember 2018 from 48.3% in end-March 2018.
The Governor, however, pointed out that the area where policy action is
required is corporate governance in banks with a focus on transparency and
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accountability. He also described cyber risk as a major challenge.
Without mentioning the IL&FS crisis, the Governor said the debt default of ‘a
systemically important NBFC’ had highlighted the vulnerability and need for
strengthening regulatory vigil on the sector and on asset liability management
(ALM) framework in particular. He said the RBI intends to strengthen the ALM
framework for NBFCs.
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PM Modi inaugurates country’s first private Howitzer plant
The CBI

filed a chargesheet here against 26 persons who had allegedly

rigged a recruitment test conducted by the Madhya Pradesh Professional
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Examination Board (MPPEB) or ‘Vyapam’ in 2012.
The chargesheet is part of the CBI’s probe into what is known as the Vyapam
scam — large-scale rigging of entrance and recruitment exams conducted by
the MPPEB.
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“We have filed a chargesheet in the court of Special CBI Judge Suresh
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Singh,” said central agency’s special prosecutor for the Vyapam scam Satish
Dinkar.

The MPPEB is better known by its Hindi acronym ‘Vyapam’ (VyavsayikPariksha
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Mandal).

“They have been charged with forgery, criminal conspiracy (under the IPC)
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as well as under the Prevention of Corruption Act and Information Technology
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Act,” Mr. Dinkar said.
19 candidates
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The accused include 19 candidates who allegedly tried to pass the test for
transport constable’s post by bribing middlemen and Vyapam officials, he
said.

Besides, it names Vyapam officials, including former controller of exams
Pankaj Trivedi, and three middlemen.
The Special Task Force of Madhya Pradesh Police which investigated the
scam initially had filed a case against the accused in October 2014.
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A total of 56,450 candidates had appeared for the exam for transport
constable’s post in August 2012.

RBI: on the horns of a dilemma
After changing the stance of the monetary policy in the October review meeting
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to ‘calibrated tightening’ from ‘neutral’, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) under
Shaktikanta Das may choose to change the stance back to ‘neutral’ again in
the February review meeting, after retail inflation grew at the slowest pace
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in 18 months. December retail inflation came in at 2.19% on the back of
softening food and fuel prices.
The monetary policy committee (MPC) of the RBI decided to keep the key
interest rate unchanged at 6.5% in the policy review meeting in December.
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Amid slowing retail inflation and sluggish economic growth, the clamour for
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a rate cut has gained momentum with the industry bodies, which met Mr.
Das last week, suggesting a 50 basis point (bps) interest rate cut along with
similar reduction in the cash reserve ratio requirements of banks. (100 basis
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points = 1 percentage point).

“We continue to expect the RBI MPC to cut rates by 25 bps on February 7
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(and 25-50 bps in 2019) with December inflation coming in at a low 2.2%,
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atop November’s 2.3%,” Bank of America Merrill Lynch (BofAML) said in a
note to its clients.
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If the RBI decides to lower the interest rate, a change in stance to ‘neutral’
will only be natural. A neutral stance would mean there is a scope for interest
rates to move either way, as opposed to calibrated tightening which means
rates can only go up.
Inflation assessment
Even if the RBI is guided by headline inflation numbers for policy-making
purposes, the divergence in major components of inflation creates the
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dilemma of whether to lower the rate or not.
In a speech at the Vibrant Gujarat Summit, the RBI Governor acknowledged
that the divergences and volatility among the components becomes a
challenge for assessment of inflation. Some of the major components like
inflation in food, fuel, and inflation excluding food and fuel, have shown wide
divergences.
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This apart, though food inflation has turned negative since October 2018
and fuel inflation has been highly volatile, inflation, excluding food and fuel,
remains sticky at close to 6%.
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“A change in stance is more likely now and a rate cut may have to wait
for couple of months,” SoumyaKanti Ghosh, group chief economic adviser,
State Bank of India told The Hindu . “RBI has said they focus on headline
inflation numbers but core inflation has stayed elevated,” added Mr. Ghosh,
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who thinks there is only an outside chance of a rate cut.
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BofAML, however, said even if core inflation hardened to 5.4% from 4.9% last
month, it should reverse with oil and commodity prices coming off. “We track
January inflation at 2.7% with food deflation persisting,” the report said.
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What adds to the dilemma is the upcoming Budget on February 1.
Traditionally, election years have seen only a vote-on-account in which no
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major announcements are made. However, this year could be an exception
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as Finance Minister ArunJaitley indicated at a recent event.
“The convention has always been that the election year budget normally is
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an interim budget and ordinarily there should be no reason why we should
move away from that convention. But then, the larger interest of the economy
always dictates what goes into the interim budget and that’s something which
cannot be discussed or disclosed at this stage,” Mr. Jaitley said at the CNBCTV18 India Business Leader Awards .
There is the expectation of a major announcement from the government for
the rural economy due to the stress faced by the farm sector. If that happens,
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then RBI would like to watch for implications on inflation as well as on fiscal
deficit.
There has already been a debate as to whether the government should stick
to the fiscal deficit target of 3.3% of GDP when the economy actually needs
a stimulus to boost growth.
‘Expansionary policy’
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Hindu there is scope for expansionary policy when inflation is low. “Over the
years, we have brought the fiscal deficit down and the fiscal prudence was
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very good. Inflation, which was in double digits, has been reduced to 2.2%
and [is] under control.
“But there are some distressed sectors like agriculture, MSMEs which are
in need of desperate support from the government. The current situation
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specifically says liquidity is required in the economy, distress sectors need
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to be taken care of, banks need to expand credit, and there is a resource
constraint from the government side. So, I think there is a scope for
expansionary policy when inflation is under control,” Mr. Agarwal said.
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Interestingly, Mr. Das, who spoke on a wide range of issues at the Vibrant
Gujarat Summit, avoided making any observations on fiscal deficit. Probably,
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he will also wait for the budget to make up his mind.
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BHEL, Libcoin consortium to build Lithium-Ion gigafactory
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State-owned Bharat Heavy Electricals Limited (BHEL), one of India’s
largest power generation equipment manufacturers, is in talks with Libcoin
consortium to build Indian government’s first lithium-ion gigafactory as part of
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s “Make in India, for India” programme.
Libcoin is a consortium comprising Magnis Energy, Duggal Family Trust
and Charge CCCVs (C4V) and has plans to build large lithium-ion battery
gigafactories globally.
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Commenting on the development, Libcoin chairman Rajan Duggal said: “Our
plan is to be the largest lithium-ion battery manufacturer in India, and we
aim to be the first mover in one of the world’s largest markets. The interest
this project is generating, especially in the Indian automobile sector, is very
exciting.”
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Development of the gigafactory would initially start with the construction of a 1
gigawatt hour lithium-ion battery plant, which would be scaled up to 30 GWh
in due course, said Magnis Energy.
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Magnis chairman Frank Poullas said: “To have the Central Government of India
endorse this project is very encouraging for both Magnis and its partners.
“We see India as one of the largest markets in the world for lithium-ion
batteries and to potentially build one of the world’s largest lithium-ion battery

m
o

gigafactories with a partner who possesses the skill and expertise of BHEL is
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exciting for the company.”
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India can lead the world on solar grid: PM

At the annual PravasiBharatiya Divas in Varanasi, Prime Minister Narendra Modi
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highlighted India’s potential to lead the world in sustainable development.
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Mr. Modi also said the people living abroad need to connect culturally with
the homeland, and announced that India is planning a pilgrimage scheme for
people living abroad.
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“In many respects, India can now provide leadership in the world. The
International Solar Alliance or ISA is one such platform. Through this medium,
we want to take the world towards one world, one sun and one grid,” said Mr.
Modi.

The three-day event is part of the weeklong festivities that coincide with the
KumbhMela and precede the Republic Day celebrations of January 26.
Mr. Modi said that Indians living abroad should work to inspire foreigners to
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visit the country. “I have said before and I reiterate now. Wherever you live
and if you have five non-Indian families near you then motivate them to visit
India. Your attempts will help in boosting the tourism sector of India,” said
Mr. Modi explaining that his government wants the diaspora to intensify its
cultural links with India.
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Apart from noted persons of Indian origin, the event is also being attended
by a large number of foreign dignitaries including Mauritius Prime Minister
PravindJugnauth who will also participate in the KumbhMela in Prayagraj.

JANUARY 2019

VOL.53

India’s total market cap plunges 2.91% this year
India’s total market capitalization has slipped significantly this year, even
though the benchmark equity indices remained fairly firm. Bloomberg data
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showed aggregate market capitalization of India was down 2.91% in dollar
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terms from what it was in the beginning of the year. During the same period,
the BSE Sensex gained 1.04% in rupee terms, but fell 1.13% in dollar

u
r
fo

terms.

India is the only one, among the top 10 countries by market cap, which saw a
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drop in 2019. Canada has gained the most, up 10.58%. With a current market
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cap of $2.02 trillion, India ranks ninth in the league table of the world’s biggest
stock markets. In December, India had climbed to the seventh position briefly,
but was subsequently toppled by Canada and Germany at seventh and eight
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positions, respectively, this year. Gaining 4.32% this year, Germany’s current
market cap stands at $2.04 trillion, while Canada is at $2.06 trillion.
In rupee terms, aggregate market cap of all listed companies on Indian
bourses has fallen 1.17% from ₹144.48 trillion in start of 2019 to ₹142.79
trillion.
According to analysts, non-participation of the broader markets in the rally is
the real reason for the aggregate market capitalization not reflecting the true
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picture.
AtulBhole, vice president and fund manager, DSP Investment Managers,
said: “I think there is lot of disparity in the stock performance. Only a handful
of stocks are driving the index performance. There is a lack of broad-based
participation in the markets. Similarly, mid- and small-cap stocks are also
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it is very narrow rally at index.”
Share of both BSE MidCap and BSE SmallCap in the overall market
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capitalization has decreased, while that of the Sensex has grown from
January 2018 till now. At current levels, the BSE MidCap index contributes
13.61% to India’s total market cap, down from 14.16% in January 2018. In
contrast, contribution of the Sensex to India’s total market cap has grown
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from 39.7% in January last year to 45.6% at current levels. The BSE MidCap
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and SmallCap indices lost 3.32% and 2.55%, respectively, in 2019. Last
year, BSE MidCap was down 13.38%, while the BSE SmallCap index slipped
23.53%.
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The Indian rupee, meanwhile, is still the worst performing currency among
Asian peers. After weakening 8.46% last year, the rupee is already down
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2.08% in 2019. Currency fluctuations, stretched valuations and volatility in
the markets are already keeping foreign institutional investors (FIIs) away
from Indian equities. In 2019, FIIs have been net sellers of Indian shares
worth $372.62 million, while domestic institutional investors were net buyers
of equities worth₹2,278.96 crore.
“It is not that FIIs are pulling out money from India alone, but from across
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emerging markets. Secondly, US interest rates were rising or are expected to
rise, while Indian markets were looking overtly expensive, which are reasons
for foreign investors selling in India. Currently, valuations have eased off a
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bit, which is again not broad based and India is still expensive compared to
peers. FIIs are getting better bargains in their own markets,” Bhole added.

‘India spurs global growth in public funding for neglected
disease R&D’

m
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Indian public funding for research and development (R&D) in neglected
diseases increased significantly in 2017, growing by Rs. 135 crore or 38%,

u
r
fo

contributing to the strongest global growth since 2009, according to a new
report.
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Worldwide funding for neglected disease R&D in 2017 reached its highest
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level ever, exceeding $3.5 billion, according to the 11th annual G-FINDER
report released in Geneva. At that level, funding was up 7% since 2016,
driven primarily by new investments from the UK, the European Commission,
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Germany and India.

A total of 197 organisations, including public funders from nine middle-income
countries (Argentina, Brazil, Colombia, Cuba, Egypt, India, Mexico, Thailand
and South Africa) participated in the survey leading to the report. The GFINDER report on global investments in R&D to tackle neglected infectious
diseases released by the Policy Cures Research is a comprehensive report
offering an up-to-date analysis of how R&D investments are being allocated
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across diseases and product types, funding trends over time, and where
gaps lie.
For India the report also found that “for the first time Indian Council of Medical
Research (ICMR) has been placed in the top four largest funders for R&D in
tuberculosis with a $6 million or 47% increase in investment.” Also leprosy
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funding increased by $2 million (up 47%), entirely driven by the ICMR.
“It is very encouraging to note that investments in neglected disease R&D
went up in 2017, especially from middle-income countries. Millions continue
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to suffer and new tools are urgently needed,” said WHO Deputy Director
General SoumyaSwaminathan.
The US government retained the top spot as the world’s largest public funder,
providing an additional 1.5% ($23 million) for a total of $1.6 billion. The public
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sector continued to be the most significant funding source for neglected
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disease research, contributing almost two-thirds of the total. Public funding
from low- and middle-income countries (LMICs) increased by 19 % with India
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contributing nearly three-quarters of this total.
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The automation agenda hidden by the Davos elite
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They’ll never admit it in public, but many of your bosses want machines to
replace you as soon as possible.
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I know this because, for the past week, I’ve been mingling with corporate
executives at the World Economic Forum’s (WEF) annual meeting in Davos.
And I’ve noticed that their answers to questions about automation depend
very much on who is listening.
In public, many executives wring their hands over the negative consequences
that artificial intelligence and automation could have for workers. They take
part in panel discussions about building “human-centred AI” for the “Fourth

Economy

Industrial Revolution” — Davos-speak for the corporate adoption of machine
learning and other advanced technology — and talk about the need to provide
a safety net for people who lose their jobs as a result of automation.
But in private settings, including meetings with the leaders of the many
consulting and technology firms whose pop-up storefronts line the Davos
Promenade, these executives tell a different story: They are racing to automate
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the impact on workers.
“People are looking to achieve very big numbers,” said Mohit Joshi, the
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president of Infosys, a technology and consulting firm that helps other
businesses automate their operations. “Earlier, they had incremental, 5 to
10% goals in reducing their work force. Now they’re saying, ‘Why can’t we
do it with 1% of the people we have?’”
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Few American executives will admit wanting to get rid of human workers,
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a taboo in today’s age of inequality. So they’ve come up with a long list of
buzzwords and euphemisms to disguise their intent. Workers aren’t being
replaced by machines, they’re being “released” from onerous, repetitive
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tasks. Companies aren’t laying off workers, they’re “undergoing digital
transformation.”
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A 2017 survey by Deloitte found that 53% of companies had already started
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to use machines to perform tasks previously done by humans. The figure is
expected to climb to 72% by next year.
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The corporate elite’s AI obsession has been lucrative for firms that specialise
in “robotic process automation,” or RPA. Infosys reported a 33% increase
in year-over-year revenue in its digital division. IBM’s “cognitive solutions”
unit, which uses AI to help businesses increase efficiency, has become
the company’s second-largest division, posting $5.5 billion in revenue last
quarter. The investment bank, UBS, projects that the AI industry could be
worth as much as $180 billion by next year.

Economy

Reskilling workers
One common argument made by executives is that workers whose jobs
are eliminated by automation can be “reskilled” to perform other jobs in an
organisation. They offer examples like Accenture, which claimed in 2017 to
have replaced 17,000 back-office processing jobs without layoffs, by training
employees to work elsewhere in the company. In a letter to shareholders
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Amazon warehouse workers had received training in high-demand fields
like nursing and aircraft mechanics, with the company covering 95% of their
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expenses.
But these programmes may be the exception that proves the rule. There
are plenty of stories of successful reskilling but there is little evidence that it
works at scale. Areportby the World Economic Forum this month estimated

m
o

that of the 1.37 million workers who are projected to be fully displaced by
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automation in the next decade, only one in four can be profitably reskilled
by private-sector programs. The rest, presumably, will need to fend for
themselves or rely on government assistance.
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Automating work is a choice, of course, one made harder by the demands of
shareholders, but it is still a choice.
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And even if some degree of unemployment caused by automation is
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inevitable, these executives can choose how the gains from automation and
AI are distributed, and whether to give the excess profits they reap as a
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result to workers, or hoard it for themselves and their shareholders.

China to step up economic stimulus in slowdown fight
China will take steps to spur growth amid a trade war with the United States,
but there is limited room for aggressive stimulus in an economy already laden
with massive debts and a property market prone to credit-driven spikes,
policy insiders said.

Economy

China’s deepening economic slowdown has fanned market expectations of
a big spending binge, especially if the bruising tariff war with Washington
escalates, intensifying pressure on Chinese jobs and threatening social
stability.
Such a move, plans for which have repeatedly been denied by China’s top
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leaders, would come at a price, however — similar moves in the past have
quickly juiced growth rates but also buried the world’s No.2 economy under
a mountain of debt.
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“The room for a strong stimulus is not big, and there are very big risks, because
that will rely on a flood of cash and increased leverage in the economy,” said
a policy insider.
During the 2008-09 global financial crisis, Beijing rolled out a 4 trillion yuan
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($591 billion) spending package to fight a downturn that cost 20 million jobs
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in a matters of months, quickly reviving growth but also prompting a credit
explosion. The obsession of China’s leaders with stability led to policy easing
in 2012 and 2015 —a year marked by a stock market crash, a slide in the
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yuan and sharp capital outflows — that further pushed up debt levels and
inflated home prices.
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Authorities have taken a raft of pro-growth measures in the past year, in the
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form of cuts to the levels of cash banks must hold as reserves to spur lending,
tax cuts, and efforts to accelerate infrastructure spending.
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Still, growth in the world’s second-largest economy weakened to a 28-year
low of 6.6% in 2018, and is expected to slow further to 6.3% this year.
Sources have told Reuters that Beijing was planning to lower its growth target
to 6-6.5% this year from around 6.6% in 2018.
Some Chinese factories have felt the pinch from higher U.S. tariffs, but there
are few signs of a sharp rise in unemployment due to a more resilient services
sector and a shrinking pool of workers as a result of the country’s demographic

Economy

changes. “We should be vigilant about employment pressure, but it’s too early
to talk about serious problems,” said a second policy insider.
Debt risk
The current slowdown was caused by China’s deleveraging drive in early
2016, which focused on State firms and local governments before broadening
to the financial sector a year later. A crackdown on shadow lending pushed up
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borrowing costs and made it harder for small firms to get funds.
As the trade war increases headwinds, Beijing’s policy focus has been shifted
to supporting growth from reining in debt risks, although top leaders remain
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worried about long-term systemic risks that could derail the country’s economic
ascent. President Xi Jinping said China must be on guard against “black swan”
risks, meaning unforeseen events that have extreme consequences, while
fending off so-called “grey rhino” events — obvious threats that go ignored.
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Shipping rates slump in latest sign of economic slowdown

Freight rates for dry-bulk and container ships, carriers of most of the world’s
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raw materials and finished goods, have plunged over the last six months in the
latest sign the global economy is slowing significantly.
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The Baltic Dry Index, measure of ship transport costs for materials like iron ore
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and coal, has fallen by 47% since mid-2018, when a trade dispute between
the United States and China resulted in the world’s two biggest economies
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slapping import tariffs on each other’s goods.
Dry-bulk commodities are taken as a leading economic indicator, because
they are used in core industrial sectors like steelmaking and power generation,
and analysts say the recent declines in activity point to a serious economic
slowdown.
“Signs that the U.S. and China remain well apart in trade talks continued to
weigh on sentiment in commodity markets,” ANZ bank said in a note .

Economy

This was after U.S. Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross said the United States
and China were “miles and miles” from resolving their issues.
“The global economy and dry-bulk shipping market are showing us very real
signs of distress,” said Jeffrey Landsberg, managing director of commodity
consultancy Commodore Research.
“While dry-bulk rates often face at least some pressure during the early stages
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rare,” he said.
The Baltic index has lost a quarter of its value since the start of the year, and
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dry-bulk is not the only shipping market under pressure.
Container rates slump
The Harpex Shipping Index, which tracks container rates, has dropped by
30% since June 2018.

m
o

As a measure of the demand for shipping manufactured goods from
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producers to consumers, container rates are also seen as a leading economic
indicator.

Their slump underscores weakening manufacturing data from Asia, Europe
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and North America. “Slowing global economic growth, the unresolved U.S.China trade conflict, the U.S. government shutdown, and Brexit drama are
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all sources of uncertainty dragging at sentiment,” said Hussein Sayed, chief
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market strategist at futures brokerage FXTM.
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Guns and corsets: firearms industry strikes gold marketing
to women

Entrepreneur and fashion designer Anna Taylor is trying to bring back the
corset — not to revive Victorian lingerie but to give women a place to carry
their handguns.
“I don’t know that the corset’s ever been out of fashion, but it’s never been so
useful,” Ms. Taylor said in Las Vegas at this year’s SHOT Show, the largest

Economy

trade show for the firearms industry.
After overlooking the women’s market for years, the firearms industry now
sees women as the drivers of growth. Gun sales have declined since peaking
in 2016, with companies like Remington Outdoor Company Inc. going through
bankruptcy reorganisation last year, but the women’s share of the market
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has been growing.
Women have led the change, both as consumers and as entrepreneurs in the
world of accessories, forcing gun-makers to follow their lead.
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Retailers estimate women accounted for 23% of the $44 billion retail market
for firearms and accessories in 2016, up 7 percentage points from 2010,
according to data from the National Shooting Sports Foundation, which runs
the Shooting, Hunting and Outdoor Trade (SHOT) Show.
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U.S. firearms sales peaked at 15.7 million in 2016, according to NSSF data.
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Sales fell to 14 million in 2017 and are on pace to dip again in 2018. The
trend reflects politics, with sales driven by fears that a Democratic president
will limit gun rights.
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Corsets and yoga pants

Ms. Taylor created her own company, Dene Adams, in 2013 upon growing
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frustrated over the lack of holsters for women. She sewed a neoprene mouse
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pad into one of her corsets for her first prototype, and now has a line-up of 13
holsters for Dene Adams. Sales reached $2,50,000 in 2014 and grew to $1
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million in 2018, she said.

Among the hot items this year are yoga pants with enough support in the
waistband to carry the weight of a gun. Ms. Taylor also pulled up the hem of
her skirt, showing off her compression shorts with a built-in thigh holster that
allows a woman to pack a piece whether she is dressed for a night on the
town or Monday morning at the office.
Men’s holsters have traditionally been designed around the belt, but because

Economy

women wear a variety of outfits they need options in the bra, waist, belly,
underarm, thigh, ankle and purse. That also means women need to practice
their draw from multiple angles.
Firearms companies once engaged in what is derisively called “pink it and
shrink it,” offering traditional guns in feminine colours and promoting smaller
guns to fit a woman’s hand, which is not necessarily a solution as lighter guns
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have more recoil.
Carrie Lightfoot created the Well-Armed Woman in 2012 to give women
easier access to information and products and now has 400 chapters across
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the United States.
Ms. Lightfoot said gunmakers such as Glock Inc, Sturm Ruger & Company
Inc. and Walther have since developed more sophisticated products and
design changes.
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While the U.S. gun rights debate rages, women see their weapons as
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empowering. At a time when the #MeToo movement has raised awareness
of sexual assault, firearms are “the great equaliser,” said Dianna Muller, a
retired police officer from Tulsa, Oklahoma, who is now a full-time professional
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shooter.

“Growing up, my generation of women have been told we can do anything
that we want,” she said.
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Rafale hangar work hit over pending dues
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Construction of hangars for the Rafale fighter jets will be affected if the Defence
Ministry does not clear pending dues of Rs. 2,000 crore, the Military Engineer
Services (MES) Builders Association of India warned. The first batches of the
jets are scheduled to arrive in September.
“We are making the hangars in Ambala and Hasimara. In the past seven or
eight months, the work has slowed down, and in the past two or three months,
it has stopped because of a shortage of funds,” Praveen Mahana, president

Economy

of the association, said at a press conference. “We have been continuing
work by taking loans. Now banks are refusing loans.” He said the work was
about 40-50% complete, and the project was scheduled to be completed by
April or May.
The association, which has nearly 20,000 contractors and employs 50 lakh
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labourers, functions under the MES and is responsible for construction and
maintenance of critical infrastructure such as boundary walls, ammunition
dumps, missile sheds, runways and helipads for the three services in forward
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areas.
The association’s members said payments had been delayed over past few
years and totalled Rs. 1,600 crore as on December 2016. There was little
respite despite the issue being raised at different levels — the Engineer-in-
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Chief of the MES, the Defence Ministry, and the Prime Minister’s Office. After
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some small payments in between, the dues now stood at approximately Rs.
2,000 crore.

Last year, before Deepavali, the association members met Defence Minister
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Nirmala Sitharaman who promised to release some funds. Only Rs. 250
crore was released, of which a lion’s share went to two major projects under
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the Southern Command, said Azeeaulla Khan, senior vice-president of the
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association. Its members staged a tools-down strike on December 3 and 4.
On January 16, the Engineer-in-Chief conveyed that Rs. 250 crore would be
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released in the next few days. “But on January 18, we were told that the funds
were diverted to Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd.,” Mr. Khan said.
Mr. Mahana said that if they did not receive payment in the next 15 days, they
would be forced to stop all essential work across the country and would stage
a protest outside Parliament.

Economy

India

not

to

extend

anti-dumping

duty

on

Chinese

paracetamol
The government will not extend anti-dumping duty on imports of Chinese
paracetamol, used in medicines, as the domestic industry has failed to provide
evidence that the expiry of the levy would result in dumping. After concluding
its probe, the Commerce Ministry’s investigation arm for dumping of goods,
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DGTR, has said that it does not recommend continuation of the anti-dumping
duty on the imports of paracetamol from China.
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‘Internal peace process yet to take off in Afghanistan’
Taliban is divided and the factionalism is evident in the way the outfit has
held talks with various outside players in the dialogue process, a senior
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representative of the Afghanistan government has said.
National Security Adviser of Afghanistan HamdullahMohib said during a visit
here that Kabul was firming up its military power while remaining committed
to an “Afghan-led and Afghan-owned” peace process. He said there could be
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no deadline for the peace process as the “intra-Afghan” peace dialogue is yet
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to take shape.

“So far, the teams that the Taliban sent for talks in Abu Dhabi, Moscow, or
in Qatar have revealed that there are many factions in the group. They sent

u
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fo

different people for different dialogues. The Taliban should appoint a single
negotiating team first,” said Mr. Mohib, interacting with a group of journalists
here.
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Ongoing conflict

He acknowledged that the government of President Ashraf Ghani had

s
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“contacts” in the Taliban and that it had held “proximity talks” when the group’s
representatives came to Abu Dhabi. The NSA, however, made it clear that
the government of Afghanistan was yet to begin formal dialogue with the
Taliban as a violent military conflict with the group carried on in several parts
of the country. Mr. Mohib said the need of the moment was to create a stage
that would support an “Afghan-led and Afghan-owned” peace process that
he described as “intra-Afghan” dialogue but could not specify how such a
scenario would emerge with military battles raging between the two sides.

International

Different parts of Afghanistan have witnessed heavy fighting between
government forces and the Taliban in the past few months even as the
regional process of dialogue has continued with the initiative of the U.S.,
Russia, Saudi Arabia and the UAE. More recently, Iran and Turkey have also
extended a helping hand in building terms of a dialogue between the two
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India, however, does not have formal contact with the Taliban as it maintains
friendly bilateral ties with the government in Kabul which has emerged as a
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strategic partner.
Mr. Mohib said any effort that helped build an “intra-Afghan” dialogue process
was welcome when asked about the role that India could play in facilitating
peace between the two sides.
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Airborne deterrent
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He said the government in Kabul was strengthening its military power and
an essential part of this was the creation of a credible Air Force which
would allow it to maintain military domination across the country after the

u
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fo

expected U.S. withdrawal. According to the NSA, who held talks with his
Indian counterpart AjitDoval on January 5, Afghanistan intends to acquire
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315 military aircraft that will support its military operations as well as medical

a
r
i
p

emergency requirements.

Mr. Mohib reiterated Kabul’s continued support for India’s fight against cross-
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border terrorism, and said his country would not allow any foreign group,
including the Lashkar-e-Taiba, to create bases in the areas that bordered
Pakistan.

“We do not make distinction between terrorist groups,” he said in response
to India’s concerns.

Norway PM to arrive for 3-day visit

International

Norwegian Prime Minister Erna Solberg will arrive here on a three-day visit
during which she will hold talks with her Indian counterpart Narendra Modi on
a host of issues with an aim to expand the multi-faceted bilateral partnership.
Ms. Solberg will deliver the inaugural address at the Raisina Dialogue and
address India-Norway Business Summit during her visit.
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Globalisation has not benefited all: Norway PM
The loss of faith in the international order and institutions is one of the
big challenges the world faces, Norwegian Prime Minister Erna Solberg
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said , inaugurating the Ministry of External Affairs’ (MEA) annual “Raisina
Dialogue”.
“Many people feel left out by globalisation,” said Ms. Solberg, kickstarting
the conclave organised by the Observer Research Foundation (ORF). “It
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can undermine confidence in international institutions and cooperation.
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Eventually, it could weaken respect for international law, human rights and
even our security architecture,” she added.

In remarks apparently aimed at U.S. where President Trump has threatened
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to walk out of the WTO, and at China for violating the international rulesbased order in maritime disputes, Ms. Solberg said both Norway and India
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would “stand to lose” if rules-based international law is undermined.

a
r
i
p

Taking “exception” to the remarks, Russian Deputy Foreign Minister Sergey
Ryabkov said European countries had contradicted their own push for “rules-
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based order”.

The exchange set the course for the first day of the three day conference
that will include more than 600 delegates from 93 countries. The theme for
the 2019 edition of the conclave is “A World Reorder: New Geometries, Fluid
Partnerships, and Uncertain Outcomes”.

Rawat for U.S.-Taliban talks

International

The Chief of the Army Staff, General BipinRawat,

backed the U.S.

talks with Taliban to bring stability in Afghanistan as long as there are no
preconditions.
“Yes, there should be talks with Taliban so long as they do not come out
with any preconditions and so long as they are looking at lasting peace in
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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Afghanistan and bringing stability in that country. It is in our interest, in the
region’s interest and in Pakistan’s interest. We all want stability,” Gen Rawat
said during a discussion on countering terrorism at the Raisina Dialogue.
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Change in stance
India had traditionally maintained that there could not be any talks with Taliban,
but in an indication of a rethink, it sent two former diplomats to the regional
forum on Afghanistan hosted by Russia last November.
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Stressing that talk with terrorists or any organisation of that kind has to

c
.
m

be without preconditions, General Rawat said: “When you start attaching
preconditions, it gives a sense of a notional victory that one or the other side
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is taking from a position of strength and victory.”

Referring to Pakistan’s role in Afghanistan, he said Pakistan always
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considered Afghanistan its backyard and so they always wanted a situation
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there [Afghanistan] which was more favourable to them. “So, even if it implies
speaking to the devil, they will do it,” he said.
Pakistani response

s
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However, former Pakistan Ambassador Husain Haqqani expressed doubts
on the negotiations which he said were efforts to meet half way.
He questioned how the 21st century and those want an 8th century find it.
To questions on radicalisation globally and the trend in India, Gen Rawat said it
has taken a different form in India. “We see a different form of radicalisation in
Jammu and Kashmir. Youth are being radicalised due to a lot of disinformation,
misinformation and a lot of false information,” he said.
Stating that radicalisation is happening through the media, General Rawat

International added,

“So long as media keeps giving coverage and focus to terrorist

activities, it will stay.”
Continuing on that note, General Rawat added that the ISIS had not been
able to find its feet in India in the manner “it has in some other countries,
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values”.
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Free Indo-Pacific not against China: U.S. Admiral
Acknowledging the rapid expansion of the Chinese Navy in recent years,
especially in the Indian Ocean Region (IOR), the four countries of the
Quad stressed improving interoperability and evolving a “common maritime
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awareness picture” while not attributing any military angle to the grouping
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which is seen as a counter to China’s expansion.

“Free and open Indo-Pacific is not a containment strategy for China... We
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are not asking people to choose between U.S. and China,” Admiral Philip
Davidson, Commander of the US Indo-Pacific Command, said during a
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discussion at the Raisina Dialogue. Navy Chiefs and top Navy officers of
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India, Australia, Japan and the U.S. were present along with the Australian
Army Chief.

Referring to the recent steps between India and the U.S. in expanding
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cooperation, including the signing of the second foundational agreement,
Indian Navy Chief Admiral Sunil Lanba said, “We have a common maritime
awareness picture.”
The Indian Navy recently inaugurated an Information Fusion Centre- Indian
Ocean Region (IFC-IOR) where friendly countries in the region will have
liaison officers for information sharing. All Quad countries as well as France
have expressed interest in posting a liaison officer.

International

The U.S. has been conducting Freedom of Navigation Operations in the
South China Sea, most of which is claimed by China. “I welcome operations,
exercises in the SCS and freedom of navigation operations from any other
nation, welcome India,” Admiral Davidson stated.
Admiral Davidson said that it was the responsibility of all our nations here to
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
help the Association of South East Asian Nations (ASEAN) nations in their
discussions for a Code of Conduct with China in the SCS.
The four quad countries represent the open inclusive rule-based order,
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Pak. shares list of nuclear facilities
Pakistan shared with India a list of its nuclear installations and facilities as
per the provisions of a bilateral agreement.
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“The list was handed over to a representative of the Indian High Commission
at the Ministry of Foreign Affairs today [Tuesday], ” the Foreign Office
said. The Ministry of External Affairs in New Delhi handed over the list of
Indian Nuclear Installations and Facilities to a representative of the High
Commission of Pakistan, the FO added.

Trump’s remarks rejected by India
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India reiterated that it does not send soldiers abroad but for UN-supported
peacekeeping operations.
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The statement from sources came hours after U.S. President Donald Trump
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during an interaction spoke mockingly about India’s development projects in
Afghanistan, while suggesting that Delhi should send troops to control the

s
a

decades-long conflict in the country.
Specific mandate

“India firmly believes in the critical role that developmental assistance can
play in transforming human lives. India does not send its armed forces abroad
except under the specific mandate of UN Peacekeeping Operations,” said a
source speaking on condition of anonymity.

India and
the World

Mr. Trump had referred to his conversation with Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, urging that Indian contribution to Kabul be increased and diversified
as humanitarian contribution was not enough. “I could give you an example
where I get along very well with India and Prime Minister Modi. But he is
constantly telling me, he built a library in Afghanistan. Library! That’s like
five hours of what we spend (in Afghanistan),” Mr. Trump told his colleagues
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and the media in Washington DC. He urged Russia, India and Pakistan to
send troops to fight the Taliban.
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U.K. to test immigration proposals in India
British officials are set to test India’s reaction to proposals for a new postBrexit immigration system unveiled in December. Home Office officials are
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set to meet with counterparts in India next week, as well as others, for
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discussions on the ‘Immigration White Paper’ unveiled by Home Secretary
SajidJavid last year, a senior Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO)
official has said.
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The immigration plans aim to create a level-playing field for EU and nonEU workers, basing immigration opportunities on skills levels rather than

t
n

which part of the world workers have come from. “It is important to us as we
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finalise [immigration policy] to get a clear view from the Indian government,
and Indian students and others,” said the FCO official, adding that they

s
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believed the nature of the discussions that were set to take place were
“unique at this stage”, highlighting the huge importance the country placed
on getting its relationship with India right.
“The White Paper is the most significant look at our migration relationship
worldwide for some time and the discussion we will have with India is the
type of discussion we would only have with closest partners.”

India and
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Positive for India?
The government has positioned the new planned immigration system as
a positive one for partners such as India, with Mr. Javid telling the House
of Commons that when it came to doctors seeking to work in the U.K.,
for example, “It shouldn’t matter if they are from India or if they are from
France”.
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Among the changes proposed are the removals of the current annual cap on
the number of Tier 2 visas for skilled workers, as well as the requirement that
employers demonstrate that they attempted to fill the role domestically before
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bringing in a person from abroad (the resident labour market test).
The government will also allow international students six months after they
graduate to find permanent skilled work and work temporarily during that
period, while PhD graduates will have a whole year to do so. There will be no

m
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post-study visa, however, as many student and university bodies have been

c
.
m

lobbying for.
Salary threshold

The government has also said it is to consult on the salary threshold for the

u
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skilled visas which has been the subject of much debate in the U.K.
While the Migration Advisory Committee has recommended setting it at

t
n

£30,000 a year, business groups and others have warned this would leave

a
r
i
p

businesses unable to access key skills at a time particularly crucial for the
country.
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The meetings in India are also an acknowledgment of the crucial role the
migration debate plays in the bilateral relationship between the U.K. and
India and the need to strengthen it ahead of Brexit. Senior figures from India,
including former High Commissioner Y.K. Sinha, have raised concerns about
Britain’s immigration approach, including the focus given to those overstaying
their visa, which India believes is given attention by the U.K. beyond levels it
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should be.
Last year, the FCO warned in a submission to a parliamentary inquiry, that
India accounts for the largest number of individuals staying in the U.K. illegally,
and the number of those subjected to forced returns to India has fallen by
50% in three years.
Britain also faced criticism for failing to include India in a relaxation of student
documentation requirements that were extended to other countries, including
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China. The discussions next week will focus on the issues in the white paper,
rather than some of these outstanding concerns, which will be the subject of
further bilateral discussions in the future.
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Will not accept high-value Indian currency, says Nepal
Upset over continued delays by New Delhi in exchanging demonetised
currency, Nepal says it will not accept high-value Indian notes until the
government gives specific assurances against future shocks.
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Explaining the Oli government’s recent move to ban all Indian currency notes
of denominations above Rs. 100, Foreign Minister Pradeep Kumar Gyawali
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said India was yet to respond to Nepal’s two-year-old demand for the return
of more than Rs. 7 crore in demonetised notes held officially by the Nepali

t
n

Rashtra Bank (NRB).
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“We have asked the Indian government on several occasions to settle the
problem,” Mr. Gyawali told presspersons here .

“We have now decided that on the use of high-value [Indian] currency, we will

s
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not allow it until we get an assurance from the Indian government that in the
future, we won’t be left with all these problems,” he said.
The Minister said the Oli government had been “raising the issue regularly”
with the Modi government.
Remittances hit
When Rs. 500 and Rs. 1,000 notes were demonetised on November 8, 2016,
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neighbouring countries where Indian currency is used, such as Bhutan, Nepal
and Myanmar, were left holding large sums of the demonetised currency.
While India has subsequently settled the issue with Bhutan, it is yet to respond
to Nepal’s requests, officials told The Hindu .
Nepal was particularly affected by demonetisation, officials said, as the Indian
currency is used in daily transactions and many Nepalese working in India
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take remittances and savings in cash across the border. Recent reports that
India has stopped printing the Rs. 2,000 denomination notes has spurred
speculation that they might also be demonetised, worrying people in Nepal,
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they added.
The External Affairs Ministry did not respond to a query on Nepal’s demand.
The spokesperson said the Nepal Rashtra Bank’s communication earlier this
month (banning high-value currency until assurances were given) was being

m
o

examined by the Reserve Bank of India.

India for Afghan-led peace talks
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India supports the efforts of the government and the people of Afghanistan
to build an inclusive nation, External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj said

t
n

at a meeting with the Foreign Ministers of Central Asian countries and

a
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p

Afghanistan.

“India supports the people and the Government of Afghanistan in their efforts
to build a united, sovereign, democratic, peaceful, stable, prosperous and

s
a

inclusive nation. India supports all efforts for peace and reconciliation in
Afghanistan which are inclusive and Afghan-led, Afghan-owned and Afghancontrolled,” Ms. Swaraj said at the India-Central Asia Dialogue at Samarkand,
Uzbekistan.

Support for process
The statement indicated India’s support for a peace process that will help end
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the war that has haunted the country for decades.
“The violence and terror imposed on Afghan people should end. It should
strengthen unity, sovereignty and territorial integrity of the country,” Ms.
Swaraj said in her speech at the Samarkhand event.
The ministerial statement indicates India’s unchanged position regarding
peace building in Afghanistan.
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Last week, the Chief of the Army Staff, General BipinRawat, had urged India
to begin talks with the Taliban in Afghanistan, which did not receive support
from the government with the External Affairs Ministry saying that India
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wanted the peace process in Afghanistan to be “Afghan-led, Afghan-owned,
and Afghan-controlled”.
Land link
A joint statement issued after the Samarkand meeting highlighted the

m
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opportunities that the collaborative platform would provide for the people of
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Afghanistan and asked for Kabul’s participation.

The regional Ministers described Afghanistan as a “land link” in the region
that will help in connectivity among the nations.
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At mini 2+2, India, U.S. review progress on pacts
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India and the U.S. reviewed the progress on finalising two key agreements
during the 2+2 intercession meeting last week, apart from taking stock of
the overall defence cooperation. The agreements are the Industrial Security

s
a

Annex (ISA) and the Basic Exchange and Cooperation Agreement for Geospatial Cooperation (BECA), a foundational agreement.
“This was to follow up on the 2+2 dialogue and to keep the official-level
dialogue going. The two sides reviewed the decisions taken at 2+2 and
also exchanged notes on developments in the Indo-Pacific and the region,
broadly the countries of interest. Also, the bilateral defence cooperation was
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reviewed, especially the greater Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA) and the
first tri-service exercise which will take place later this year,” an official source
said.
The inaugural 2+2 dialogue was held last September and was chaired by
the Defence and External Affairs Ministers and their U.S. counterparts. The
third foundational agreement, Communications Compatibility and Security
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Agreement, was signed on the sidelines. As the next step in furthering
defence cooperation, negotiations are on to conclude the ISA and BECA.
The U.S. has already shared a draft of BECA, the last foundational agreement
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to be signed. “We have a working draft [BECA] which we are looking at.
It came some time before the Defence Minister’s visit to Washington,” the
official said.
Greater role
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The ISA is particularly essential as the Indian industry looks for a greater role
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in defence manufacturing. It allows sharing of classified information from the
U.S. government and American companies with the Indian private sector,
which is so far limited to the Indian government and the defence public sector

u
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fo

undertakings. The ISA draft is currently going through the official process in
Washington.
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Meeting was attended by Principal Deputy Assistant Secretary of State Alice
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Wells and Assistant Secretary of Defence Randall Schriver from the U.S. and
Joint Secretary of the External Affairs Ministry Gourangalal Das and Joint
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Secretary of the Defence Ministry Shambhu Kumaran from India.
The next 2+2 dialogue will take place this summer, by which time India will
have a new government.

India to grow crops for UAE, Saudi Arabia
Union Commerce Minister Suresh Prabhu announced here
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that the UAE

and Saudi Arabia had decided to use India as a base to address their food
security concerns.
Mr. Prabhu was speaking to presspersons after meeting delegates from the
two countries, along with representatives from 44 others, at a summit of the
Confederation of Indian Industry here.
“The UAE and Saudi Arabia will use India as a base in addressing their
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social security concerns. For the first time, India’s export policy identifies the
potential of agriculture along with horticulture, dairy, plantation and fisheries,”
Mr. Prabhu said. The farm-to-port project will be similar to a special economic
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zone but in the style of a corporatised farm, where crops would be grown
keeping a specific UAE market in mind. The concept has been accepted by
both governments.

India in talks to recognise U.K. degrees
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India and the United Kingdom are negotiating an agreement that will lead
to recognition of year-long Master’s degree courses offered by British

u
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universities that are not considered legitimate here currently. The discussion
on the agreement figured in a high-level two-day meeting between officials

t
n

of both sides, diplomatic sources indicated.
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“India does not recognize many U.K. Master’s degrees as they are mostly of
12 months’ duration. Both sides are looking for mutual recognition of these
degrees,” said a source.
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The Hindu was told that the issue featured during a discussion on the future
bilateral migration relationship which is expected to provide greater U.K.
opportunities for workers from India.

Rupee pact with Iran to aid pharma exports
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The Indian pharma industry now has an opportunity to increase exports to
Iran, following a rupee payment mechanism agreed upon recently by India
and the Persian Gulf nation.
Under the agreement, Indian refiners make payments in rupee for oil imports
from Iran, to designated accounts maintained with UCO Bank. A portion
thus received is to be used by Iran to pay for imports from India, including
pharmaceuticals.
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“Indian pharma exports to Iran were at $124.05 million last fiscal. Iran has a
well-established pharma industry that meets 80% of the country’s requirement.
The remaining 20% is met predominantly through imports from Europe,”
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said Ravi UdayBhaskar, director general, pharmaceuticals export promotion
council of India (Pharmexcil).
With a cloud of uncertainty hovering over continued pharmaceutical supplies
from Europe in the wake of the U.S. sanctions against Iran, the Indian pharma
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industry could explore opportunities to step up exports, he emphasised. The
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U.S., had in May last year, come out from a nuclear accord with Iran and reimposed sanctions. The rupee payment agreement came within weeks of the
sanctions to cover oil imports from Iran.
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While imposing the sanctions again, the U.S. provided a time window of
exemption under which India and a few other countries could continue to

t
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import oil for some time, but of relatively less quantity.
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Pharmexcil, in a circular, intimated its members recently about the agreement
under which 50% of the amount credited by Indian oil companies could
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be utilised by Iran for making payments to Indian exporters of goods and
services. These funds may also be used for settlement of payments to Indian
exporters for transactions that took place prior to operationalisation of the
arrangement.
On the wane
Constituting mostly APIs (bulk drugs), Indian pharma exports to Iran have
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been declining in recent years.
From $180.50 million in 2015-16, pharma exports to Iran fell to $160.33 million
in 2016-17. Mr. Bhaskar said Indian drug makers ought to eye a bigger pie in
Iran’s $1.3 billion generic market.
On replacing European suppliers, he said it was possible as not all the drugs
imported by Iran were innovator drugs.
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Oxford chooses ‘Nari Shakti’ as Hindi word of 2018
Oxford dictionaries

declared Nari Shakti as the Hindi word for the year

2018. The announcement was made during a session at the Jaipur Literature
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Festival at the Diggi Palace here. According to the Oxford dictionaries, the
word has been derived from Sanskrit and is used today to symbolise women
“taking charge of their lives“.
Oxford had named Aadhaar as its Hindi word for the year 2017.PTI

A Pakistani delegation arrived in India
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Pak. team arrives in India to visit Chenab basin

to visit the Chenab river basin in
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Jammu and Kashmir for inspection, as mandated under the Indus Water
Treaty, sources said.
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Pakistan’s Indus Commissioner Syed Mohammad Mehar Ali Shah arrived in
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Amritsar along with his two advisers, sources said.
“This tour is an obligation imposed on both the countries by the Indus Waters
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Treaty, 1960. Under the treaty, both the Commissioners are mandated to
inspect sites and works on both the sides of the Indus basin in a block of five
years,” a senior official said.
Since the signing of the treaty, a total of 118 such tours on both the sides
have been undertaken.
The last tours of the commission in Pakistan and India were held in July 2013
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and September 2014, respectively.
The tour will be followed by a visit of India’s Indus Commissioner to Pakistan
at a mutually convenient date, the official added. This tour was originally
scheduled in October 2018 but was postponed because of local bodies and
panchayat polls in Jammu and Kashmir.
Under the Indus Water Treaty, waters flowing in three Indus tributaries — the
Sutlej, the Beas and the Ravi — have been allotted to India, while the Chenab,
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Experts flag impact of latest U.S. -Taliban talks
Despite the coming general election, India should take serious note of the
implications of the latest round of the Taliban-U.S. talks that ended , experts
said here.
The talks are expected to resume in February, but former diplomats said

m
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India should watch out of the proxy masters of the Taliban in the Pakistani
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military establishment.
Future of fighters
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A major issue in the talks is the future of the Taliban fighters at present held
in the government prisons in Afghanistan.
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“The Government of Afghanistan should be consulted before critical decisions
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are taken that could alter the power equation inside Afghanistan. Taliban
captives are in custody of the Afghan government so it is fair to hear what the
government has to say regarding this first,” said Satinder K. Lambah, former
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Special Envoy of the Prime Minister.
India is yet to respond to the latest dialogue that reportedly led to broad
agreement on the principles of resolution of the conflict and withdrawal of the
U.S. forces.

Pointing at the 18-month timeline during which the U.S. is expected to
move toward withdrawing, former foreign secretary Shyam Saran said the
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“endgame” has begun in Afghanistan.
“Frankly, if the U.S. troops withdraw from Afghanistan, then the promise of
good behaviour from the Taliban is really of no consequence. India is against
placing military boots on the ground, so we have to see how we can support
the Afghan government,” Mr. Saran said.
He pointed out that a political solution was necessary to solve the crisis.
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Entry into govt.
However, the current dialogue would allow the Taliban to join the Afghan
government. This, Mr. Saran said was a gain for the outfit. The discussion
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between the Taliban and the U.S. however, fell short of a ceasefire promise
from the Taliban, which has maintained that it will agree to a ceasefire
only after being assured of a full withdrawal of U.S. forces in a time-bound
manner.
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No Indo-Nepal pact on tigers yet

Though India and Nepal had agreed to collaborate on conducting the
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tiger census in their countries in 2018, they’ve yet to sign an agreement
on sharing detailed assessments of the numbers. With India’s census still

t
n

ongoing, a senior official from Nepal said that they would not share data
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until India too shared its numbers. “We were expecting an agreement to be
signed during the ongoing conference [Global Tiger Recovery Programme

s
a

that has 13 countries with wild tiger populations in attendance] but that hasn’t
happened,” said an official in the Union Environment Ministry who declined
to be identified.

Nepal already publicised the results of its tiger census last September — 235
— and this represents an 18% rise from the 198 tigers in 2013.
However, India needs details on the locations of these tigers, which are
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captured via camera traps, to be sure that some tigers found on the border
are not double-counted.
“We understand that India’s tiger census is huge and spans a vast area.
However, both (countries) are sovereign and so data sharing must be on
equal terms. We are hoping that it can be signed by February or March,” said
Gopal Bhattarai, Deputy Director General, Department of National Parks and
Wildlife Conservation, Nepal.
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Prior to beginning its census, India had also signed agreements with Bhutan
and Bangladesh regarding sharing tiger numbers and conducting surveys
using a common methodology. Both these countries had already shared
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data with India, said the Indian official cited earlier.
Officially, India had 2,226 tigers as of 2014. An ongoing census is expected
to reveal an update to these numbers. 25-35% of India’s tigers now lived
outside protected reserves.
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‘S-400 deal a proof of India-Russia ties’

The S-400 missile defence system, which India is acquiring from Russia in

u
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fo

a multi-billion dollar deal, is a proof of the special nature of the partnership
between the two countries, Nikolay R. Kudashev, the Russian Ambassador
to India, says.
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“This would be a valuable contribution to the security of the Indian air space
and, this is also a proof of the special nature of the ties between India and
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Russia,” Mr. Kudashev said in an interview with The Hindu . The deal was on
track, and the first batch of delivery was expected in 2020, he added.
Last year, India and Russia signed the $5.2-billion deal for the S-400 system
despite pressure from the U.S. and threats of sanctions. The S-400 is a
highly advanced surface-to-air missile defence system that can shoot down
hostile jets and missiles.
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Asked if American sanctions would create hurdles for the payment of the
system, Mr. Kudashev said both India and Russia recently came together
to develop a practical solution, involving banks of two sides and national
currencies, to overcome this challenge. “So as far as the problem is
concerned, it’s no more there. Rather, it is about building the experience, the
habit of payments in national currencies.”
Asked if India’s growing ties with the U.S. were a matter of concern for
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
Moscow, he said, “We trust each other.” “We feel that it is more or less natural
for a country of India’s size, influence and power to develop normal ties with
other states... And we know that your relationship with the U.S. would not be
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anti-Russian in nature.”
He said Indo-Russia relationship was a living formula for the rest of the world.
“Our relationship is not into a straitjacket. Our relationship is a living formula
enriching the two of us. We are making the multipolar world stronger.” Asked
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about Russia’s growing ties with Pakistan in recent years, the Ambassador
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said Russia’s partnership with India and its ties with Pakistan were
incomparable. “Our relationship with India is a special strategic partnership.
We share with India unique confidence... Our relationship with Islamabad is
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minuscule. The aim of our ties with Pakistan is very much similar to yours
— we need a stable government, predictable, we need a government which

t
n

fulfils its obligations, to fight terror, drugs and crime,” Mr. Kudashev said.
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Kudankulam plant

He added that the Kudankulam nuclear power plant in Tamil Nadu was being

s
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developed successfully. “Block one and two are very much on. Three and
four, construction activity started. For five and six, the legal issues are settled.
We are looking for a second site — six more blocks. The Indian government
should offer the site to us.”
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The lowdown on blood transfusions
A young pregnant woman in a government hospital at a rural centre in south
Tamil Nadu’s Madurai district made an explosive revelation mid-December.

JANUARY 2019

VOL.53

Expecting her second child, she heard from doctors, after she was admitted
following a bout of sickness, that she had tested positive for HIV.
Later, as the story unravelled, in full media glare, it turns out she had acquired
the virus after a blood transfusion in a district hospital following a diagnosis
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of anaemia. This opened up a Pandora’s Box, and fear and distrust pervaded
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the community. Besides flagging the issue of the availability of safe blood in
the State, it set in motion a sequence of events, mostly tragic, introspection,
and some corrective action.
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The story did not end, or even begin, there. The blood donor, who had donated
as a replacement donor when a pregnant relative required a transfusion, only
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discovered his HIV positive status after a test for a job interview. He rushed
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back to the hospital, laden with guilt, to inform authorities. By then, his blood
had been transfused to the pregnant woman, and she had tested positive. His

s
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blood donation history retrospectively exposed chinks in the blood donation
and transfusion cycle in at least two instances. He had already donated blood
in 2016, but his blood was discarded after he tested positive for HIV. However,
though the HIV law mandates that the patient be informed with counselling
about his/her status, in this case the donor remained in the dark. In the second
instance, when he donated his blood in November last year, two years after
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the first, the lab failed to test and/or detect his infection, which was clearly not
in the ‘window period’ where the virus may avoid detection. The donor was
distraught, and attempted suicide, and died in hospital later.
A few days later, another pregnant woman claimed she had been transfused with
HIV-infected blood at Kilpauk Medical College and Hospital in Chennai. While
her claim has been contested stoutly, the two incidents have, nevertheless,
rocked the State that once won plaudits for its prevention of transmission
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There is a chain of approved processes to be followed in blood donation, aimed
at quality control and negating the possibility of transmitting infections. Every
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qualified donor is put through a basic clinical evaluation (blood pressure and
pulse). If normal, a sample of the blood donated is tested for HIV, Hepatitis B
and C, sexually transmitted diseases and malaria. Meanwhile, the donated
blood is stored separately in an ‘unscreened refrigerator.’ If the sample clears
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these tests, or if the tests turn negative, the blood will then be moved to the
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‘screened refrigerator.’ If it tests positive for any of the infections, another
sample from the same blood bag is tested again. If positive, the bag is
discarded. The HIV Act mandates that the blood bank inform the positive

u
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donor, besides referring to the appropriate department for further treatment.
When a requirement crops up, the blood bank does a grouping to confirm that

t
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the group is the same, does a cross-match with the recipient and releases it
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to the ward.

The Madras High Court has sought a report from the Health
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Department. The National and State Human Rights Commissions have
taken suomotucognisance of the issue and asked for the State’s response.
The need, however, is to build confidence in the community that the most
exacting standards are followed in collecting, testing and storing blood, and
then in transfusing it. Even if this calls for a re-look at the entire process, it
must be done. It is as crucial as making sure no one dies because they could

Science,
Tech and
Environment

not get blood in time.

Carbon microneedles: Low-cost, painless injections
Tiny needles less than 1 mm in size have been developed by researchers
from Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Kharagpur. When arranged on a
patch, the tiny hollow microneedles can be used for painless drug delivery.
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Last year, the team had developed microneedles from a widely used
photosensitive polymer (SU-8). Since the needles were not hard enough and
biocompatible, they modified it using a simple process of extreme heating
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or pyrolysis. This produced glassy carbon needles which were almost 300
times stronger than the original ones. Since it was made of carbon it was also
biocompatible.
Heating removed most of the nitrogen and oxygen in the polymer and the
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needle were solely made of carbon. The needles showed no toxicity when
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tested on mice models, says Prof.BidhanPramanick who completed his postdoctoral research from the institute. He is one of the corresponding authors
of the work published in Nature Microsystems &Nanoengineering.
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The needles were arranged in a patch (10 X10) and tested for drug delivery.
The patch was attached to a 5 ml syringe and flow rate studied. They found
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the flow corresponds to the inlet pressure suggesting that drug delivery can
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be controlled by managing the pressure.
Drug delivery
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“We are now working on developing a drug reservoir and micropump which
can be attached to the patch for controlled drug delivery. Just like a band-aid,
we can fabricate a dia-aid that can be used by diabetic patients for painless
insulin administration,” says TarunKanti Bhattacharyya from the Department
of Electronics and Electrical Communication Engineering at the Institute and
one of the corresponding authors of the work. “Though we cannot bring down
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the cost of insulin, this patch can reduce the device cost by almost 50%.”
When a needle is inserted into the skin, it experiences resistance from the
skin. A good needle should be able to overcome the forces to penetrate
the skin. Using compression and bending tests, the researchers found that
the needles did not break or bend when force was applied. The patch was
tested on mouse models and even after 15 insertions, the patch and needles
remained intact. “We found that the new carbon microneedles overcame the
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
resistive forces of our skin and was able to successfully pierce the skin. And
as the needles are only 400 micrometer long, it will be completely painless,”
says Richa Mishra, PhD scholar at the institute and first author of the work.
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Molecular

mechanism

of

prostate

cancer

subtype

unravelled
The molecular mechanism and pathobiology of SPINK1-positive prostate
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cancer subtype, the second most recurrent and aggressive in nature that
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affects about 15% of patients has been finally unravelled. The study was done
by a multi-institutional team led by Prof.BushraAteeq from the Department

u
r
fo

of Biological Sciences and Bioengineering at Indian Institute of Technology
(IIT) Kanpur. The SPINK1-positive prostate cancer subtype derives its name
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from the excess amount of SPINK1 oncogene found in the cancer cells.
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Excess production of SPINK1 gene responsible for tumour and metastasis
is not restricted to prostate cancer alone but also seen in colorectal, lung,
pancreatic, breast and ovarian cancers. The insights gained in this study

s
a

might therefore help in the treatment and disease management of several
SPINK1-positive malignancies.
In addition to excess amount of the SPINK1 oncogene, the researchers
found that most cancer cells belonging to this subtype also have more than
normal amount of a particular protein called EZH2. Also, the levels of two
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microRNAs (miRNA-338-5p and miRNA-421) produced in SPINK1-positive
cancer cells were much less.
“We found that the increased levels of EZH2 protein triggers the reduction
in the synthesis of these two microRNAs in SPINK1-positive cancers. And
the reduced levels of the two microRNAs in turn lead to over production of
SPINK1,” says Prof.Ateeq. “The EZH2 protein sits on the regulatory region
of the two microRNAs and shuts down their synthesis leading to excess
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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Findiings corroborated
The researchers first discovered excess levels of SPINK1 protein and reduced
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amount of the two microRNAs on analysing the global data sets of prostate
cancer patients. These findings were then corroborated in SPINK1-positive
prostate cancer cell lines.
To validate the role of the two microRNAs in regulating the expression of
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the SPINK1 oncogene, the researchers introduced the microRNAs into the
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SPINK1-positive cancer cell lines. When the amount of microRNAs in the
cell lines was increased, the SPINK1 level reduced and there were marked
changes in the oncogenic properties — the cell proliferation and invasion

u
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reduced.

“The observations made using SPINK1-positive cell lines were validated in

t
n

chicken embryos and mouse models,” says Anjali Yadav from the Department
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of Biological Sciences and Bioengineering at IIT Kanpur and one of the first
authors of a paper published in Clinical Cancer Research.
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In both chicken embryo and mouse model experiments, the SPINK1-positive
prostate cancer cells were modified by introducing the microRNAs and
were tested for tumour growth and metastasis. “Tumour was found growing
aggressively in mice of the control group but significantly reduced in size in
the microRNA overexpressing group,” says Vipul Bhatia from IIT Kanpur and
the other first author of the paper. “A significant reduction in tumour growth
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was also observed in chicken embryos that were implanted with microRNAmodified prostate cancer cells.”
Metastasis was also significantly reduced in both the lungs and bone marrow of
mice implanted with microRNA-modified prostate cancer cells. But metastasis
results were a little different in the case of chicken. While metastasis was less
in the lungs, but both control and microRNA modified cancer cells failed to
metastasise in the liver.
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
The researchers tested the effectiveness of epigenetic drugs to restore the
levels of the microRNAs and reduce the expression of the SPINK1 gene
using SPINK1-positive cancer cell lines that did not have the two microRNAs.
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“These drugs could restore the expression of the two microRNAs leading
to a reduction in the SPINK1 expression. We could abrogate the SPINK1mediated oncogenicity in terms of cell-cycle progression, stemness and
drug resistance,” says Prof.Ateeq. “We could see similar effects when

m
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we replenished the SPINK1-positive cancer cell lines with synthetic
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microRNAs.”

“We will soon start studying the role of other RNA species which don’t code
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for proteins but play an important role in SPINK1 gene regulation. We are
also looking at other genetic aberrations that play an oncogenic role in the

t
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SPINK1-positive subtype,” says Prof.Ateeq.
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Agri-tech firms hail order
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An alliance of seed and agriculture technology companies, including major
global players, has welcomed Tuesday’s Supreme Court verdict regarding
Monsanto’s patent claim as a victory for research and innovation in
agriculture.

However, the company which had challenged the claim, Hyderabad-based
Nuziveedu Seeds, insists that the Supreme Court has not actually adjudicated
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on the validity of the patent.
“The Supreme Court has restored the order of the Single Judge Bench of
the Delhi High Court which prima facie validates our patent and has sent
it back for a full trial by evidence considering the complexities involved,”
said a spokesperson of Bayer, the global giant whose crop science division
acquired Monsanto last year.
Bayer and Monsanto are founding members of the Federation of Seed
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Industry of India (FSII), an association “driven by the fundamental value of
respecting research and intellectual property of each other.”
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New KIA terminal will have ‘forest’ with local trees
The city’s green cover may be under threat, but passengers flying through
Kempegowda International Airport may one day get a chance to enjoy a
‘forest’ filled with local trees at the upcoming terminal 2.
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A 2,55,645 square metre area has been designated for it in the Rs. 3,500
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crore terminal, the first phase of which is expected to operational by 2021.

At a media briefing, Hari Marar, managing director and CEO of BIAL, said
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the ‘forest’ will have specimens of native trees, flowering and scented plants
and water bodies. However, there will be no fruit trees for fear that they will
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attract birds.
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The BIAL has taken up infrastructure projects worth Rs. 13,000 crore, of which
Rs. 3,500 crore will be invested for building the terminal in two phases. The
work on the first phase has already begun and is expected to be operational
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in a little over two years.

The BIAL is investing Rs. 2,700 crore in the form of equity and rest will be
raised as debt. Road widening, improving cargo facilities and water recycling
are some of the projects that have started.
Mr. Marar added that the KIA will be in a position to give employment to
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45,000 people by 2025. Currently, 20,000 people are working at the airport.

Trusted workhorse set to get new features
With the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) planning to keep the
fourth and final stage of the Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle (PSLV) ‘alive’ in
space as a useful ‘orbital platform’, the rocket — popularly dubbed ISRO’s
trusted workhorse — is getting added features.
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Set for lift-off this month with the Microsat-R payload, the upcoming PSLVC44 mission will see a new variant of the PSLV in use. This variant, tagged
PSLV-DL, will be the first to sport two strap-on boosters for providing added
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thrust.
Its final and fourth stage — PS4 — will be equipped with lithium-ion batteries,
but no solar panels. An in-house technology, the lithium-ion cells are critical
to keep the spent stage in orbit. Solar panels will be added, in all likelihood,

m
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in the next mission, Vikram Sarabhai Space Centre (VSSC) Director S.
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Somanath says.

ISRO had hit upon the idea of transforming the expendable fourth stage into
a makeshift satellite to reduce space debris. In a normal scenario, the initial
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stages of the rocket, once they detach, drop back into the sea. However,
stage four, after releasing the payload, wanders around in space as junk.
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If the plan is successful, the spent stage will be automatically ‘recycled’ into

a
r
i
p

a valuable platform for space-based experiments.
Mr. Somanath said ISRO would perfect the technology with tests spread over
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multiple missions. On the C44 mission, the ISRO will also test the downloading
of data from the stage to the ground station. In subsequent missions, the
space agency will carry out experiments using the platform.

ISRO cranks up Gaganyaan project
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The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) said work on ‘Gaganyaan’,
the project to send a manned mission to space by 2022, would start soon at
the newly created Human Space Flight Centre (HSFC).
“Gaganyaan is our highest priority now,” K. Sivan, ISRO Chairman and
Secretary, Department of Space, told reporters here. “We have put in a
management structure to realise it. The Human Space Flight Centre [based
in Bengaluru] will carry out all activities related to the human programme.
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Under it will function the Gaganyaan Project,” he added.
Dr. Sivan also announced the appointment of Unnikrishnan Nair — who led
ISRO’s Advanced Space Transportation Programme at the Vikram Sarabhai
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Space Centre (VSSC) and has already worked in the area as the director of
the Human Space Flight Project — as the director of the new centre.
The facility would be staffed by a dedicated team, with ISRO planning to
deploy 800 to 900 people over time on the project.
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ISRO’s announcement of the new centre and the naming of its head comes
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about five months after the government first unveiled plans to send a manned
mission to space.

R. Hutton, who helmed the PSLV light lift vehicle programme at the VSSC in
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Thiruvananthapuram, will be the project director in Dr. Nair’s team and his
deputy.
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“All work related to the mission will formally begin now,” Dr. Sivan said. This
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would include the schedule, blueprints for various tasks, astronaut selection
with the Indian Air Force and systems based on the project report.
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The ISRO chairman told The Hindu that the nodal Human Space Programme
Office set up six months back under V.R. Lalithambika would continue to
coordinate mission affairs at the space agency’s headquarters.
While ISRO has projected a manpower requirement of 861 personnel for the
project, including 761 to be appointed in addition to the routine annual hiring.
It expects to recruit the team in stages.
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ISRO’s Indian Institute of Space Science and Technology, Thiruvananthapuram,
which produces about 100 space engineers each year, would be a primary
source of talent, said a senior official.
‘Big bang’
“The year 2019 has started with a big bang with Gaganyaan getting the
government’s approval and budget for putting three astronauts in space for
seven days,” Dr. Sivan said. The astronauts will orbit Earth at a distance of
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400 km.
“The HSPC will work full steam now,” Dr. Sivan said. “We must select the
astronauts, train them, create and ensure livable conditions in space for them

JANUARY 2019

VOL.53

bring them back safely and later rehabilitate them in their routines.”
The heavy lift launch vehicle GSLV Mark III, which got operational in November
after its second successive flight in a row, must be suitably certified or humanrated. It will have two non-crew flights in December 2020 and July 2021.
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The actual flight with crew is targeted to happen by December 2021 — to
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meet the Prime Minister’s goal of August 2022, India’s 75th Independence
anniversary.
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inStem scientists’ research can prevent, treat colitis
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Researchers have successfully isolated a microbial metabolite (Urolithin A
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or UroA) responsible for protecting the integrity of the gut lining. Leakage of
toxins and bacteria leading to inflammatory bowel diseases such as colitis
occurs when the integrity of the gut lining is compromised.
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However, not everyone has the gut microbes essential for converting the
polyphenols present in berries and pomegranates into UroA metabolite.
Besides isolating the metabolite, a multi-institutional team co-led by Dr.
Praveen Kumar Vemula from the Institute for Stem Cell Biology and
Regenerative Medicine (inStem), Bengaluru, synthesised an analogue by
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chemically modifying the naturally occurring metabolite.
The integrity of the gut barrier is maintained by tight junction proteins. Colitis
and other inflammatory bowel diseases cause a significant reduction in the
levels of the junction proteins, leading to leakage of microbes and toxins from
the gut causing acute or chronic inflammation. Restoring the integrity of the
gut barrier is therefore essential for treating colitis.
The natural and synthetic metabolites have anti-inflammatory property and
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also increase the production of tight junction proteins. “But the synthetic
metabolite was more stable and more effective in treating and preventing
colitis in mice model than the natural metabolite. It was able to prevent and

JANUARY 2019

VOL.53

repair the damaged gut barrier and reduce inflammation. Synthetic metabolite
even in nanomolar range was sufficient to treat or prevent colitis,” says Dr.
Sandeep Chandrashekharappa from inStem and a co-author of a paper
published in Nature Communications.
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The metabolite (both natural and synthetic) repairs the gut barrier by activating

c
.
m

a particular pathway (AhR-nrf2) leading to excess production of the tight
junction proteins.
In vitro studies
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Two different cell lines of the colon and another of immune cells (macrophages)
were used for the study. A monolayer of colon cells mimicking the gut lining
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was treated with lipopolysaccharide to induce inflammation and breakage
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of the monolayer. While lipopolysaccharide destroyed the integrity of the
monolayer, there was only minimal inflammation. Both metabolites were able
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to repair monolayer leakage with the synthetic one being more efficient than
the natural metabolite.

In the case of immune cells, lipopolysaccharide treatment caused inflammation
and excess production of inflammatory cytokines. Treatment with the
metabolites stopped cytokine production and reduced the inflammation.
Again, the synthetic metabolite outperformed the natural one.
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Animal studies
The researchers induced acute colitis in mice by using a chemical (dextran
sodium sulphate). There was increased inflammation and gut barrier leakage.
Metabolites given orally led to complete reduction in inflammation and gut
leakage repair. To mimic chronic colitis, the chemical was given to the mice
for a prolonged period of ten weeks with two weeks of break after each week
of chemical exposure. “The animals treated with the metabolites showed no
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inflammation and gut leakage even during the course of the treatment. We
saw the leakage being repaired after two cycles of chemical treatment,” says
Dr.Vemula.
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A single dose of a different chemical was used to cause acute colitis in mice
followed by metabolite treatment. There was much less inflammation and
leakage after treatment. “The colon which had shrunk in length due to colitis
regained its original length after treatment,” says Dr.Vemula.
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Prophylactic property
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To test the prophylactic property of the metabolite, mice were given one dose
of the metabolite each day for seven days and a chemical was used to cause
colitis on the seventh day. The ability of the metabolite to render protection
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was tested on day 11. “The animals did not develop colitis while the mice
in the control group showed full-blown colitis,” says Anikita A. Hiwale from
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inStem and one of the authors of the paper.
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“We are now making a library of analogues to come up with a synthetic
metabolite that is even better than the one currently tested. We are planning
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for a start-up company for clinical development,” says Dr.Vemula.

Study shows solar wind fills the night side of the Moon
A study using observations from Chandrayaan 1 mission has found how
plasma particles from the solar wind make their way into the Moon’s night
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side, filling up the wake region, long thought to be devoid of plasma particles.
This has significance in understanding bodies like the Moon which do not
have global magnetic fields.
In recent times, there has been a huge interest in understanding the plasma
environment of the Moon, which is generated mainly by its interaction with
the solar plasma wind flowing towards it from the Sun. This plasma wind
consists of charged particles such as protons and is partly absorbed by the
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
side of the Moon facing the sun. The rest of the solar plasma wind incident
on the Moon flows around it, but leaves a wake (a void) on the side not facing
the sun (the night-side of the Moon).
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Recent studies
Earlier, it was believed that this wake was devoid of any particles. But recent
Moon missions such as Chandrayaan-1, Kaguya, Chang’e-1 and Artemis
have found evidence of refilling of near lunar wake (heights of 100 km to 200
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km above the lunar surface on the night side) with solar wind protons.
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Unlike the Earth, the Moon has no global magnetic field originating from a
magnetized core. It has weak crustal fields that are too small to shield it
globally from charged solar plasma particles incident on it. At some regions
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the crustal fields are quite strong and these are known as magnetic anomalies.
The plasma particles scatter off these anomalous crustal fields.
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The present work shows that solar wind protons scattered from the magnetic
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anomaly located at the South Pole Aitken basin on the Moon can enter the
near wake region. “This is the first observational evidence for such a process,”
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says Anil Bhardwaj of Physical Research Laboratory, Ahmedabad who is one
of the principal investigators in this international collaboration. The work is
published in Geophysical Research Letters.
The group also characterised the energy and flux of the proton population
in the near wake region. They find that the flux, or intensity, of the protons is
approximately 0.0005 times the solar wind proton flux. “Such a magnitude

Science,
Tech and
Environment

is comparable to the proton population in near wake due to other known
processes and can significantly affect the electromagnetic environment in
near wake region,” says Prof. Bhardwaj.
Chandrayaan 1 data
The data for the calculation was collected using the Chandrayaan-1
observations. “We used the observations from the Sub-keV Atom Reflecting
Analyser (SARA) experiment on Chandrayaan-1,” says M. B. Dhanya, the
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Small scale crustal magnetic fields on the Moon can also cause scattering of
impinging solar wind protons back into space. “This paper shows that such
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particles scattered from the lunar magnetic regions on the day side can get
transported to the night side of the Moon, thereby contributing to plasma
refilling in the near wake region,” says Dr Dhanya.
The interaction between the Moon and the solar plasma is a topic of interest
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now because understanding it can help us study any celestial body which
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has no atmosphere or global magnetic field, such as asteroids and some
planetary satellites.
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Northeast is home to six new lizards

t
n

Not just remote forests, even crowded cities could be hiding new species.
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Researchers have discovered six new species of bent-toed geckos – a type
of small lizard – from northeastern India, and one of them is from Assam’s
capital, Guwahati.
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While researchers found the Guwahati bent-toed gecko ( Cyrtodactylusguw
ahatiensis, named after the city) near a small hillock in the urban sprawl of
Guwahati city, the Kaziranga bent-toed gecko, the Jaintia bent-toed gecko
and the Nagaland bent-toed gecko have been discovered from Assam’s
Kaziranga National Park, the Jaintia hills of Meghalaya and Khonoma village
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in Nagaland, respectively. The Abhayapuri bent-toed gecko is currently found
only in the vicinity of Abhayapuri town in Assam’s Bongaigaon district, and
the Jampui bent-toed gecko, only in Tripura’s Jampui Hills. All the new lizards
belong to the genus Cyrtodactylus and are called bent-toed or bow-fingered
geckos, named after their bent toes.
The discoveries – by an international team from institutes including Bengaluru’s
National Centre for Biological Sciences and London’s The Natural History
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Museum – have been published in Zootaxa. The researchers first searched
for geckos along, and south of, the Brahmaputra River in northeastern India.
The team then studied in detail the physical features of the bent-toed geckos
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they spotted in these areas. They compared them with specimens of northeastern geckos in museum collections across India and the world, including
the United States and United Kingdom. They also extracted DNA from the
specimens they collected and finally confirmed the six as species new to
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science.
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Unknown natural history

These species are known only from a single locality each, and nothing is
known of their natural history, ecology or distribution except that they are
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nocturnal and live on rocks, said the authors. “They are likely to be narrowly
distributed endemic species,” said lead author Ishan Agarwal, who was with
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the Villanova University in the United States and began working on bent-
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toed geckos at Bengaluru’s Indian Institute of Science, a few years ago.
“Northeast India probably has dozens more bent-toed geckos,” he added.
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The discovery increases the number of bent-toed geckos described from the
Himalaya and north-eastern India to 15 (nine of which have been described
this year alone). Since 2017, more than 20 new species of bent-toed geckos
have been described from Myanmar, too. These new discoveries are a result
of surveying areas that have never been sampled before from within the
Indo–Burma biodiversity hotspot, said Agarwal.
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Paddy farmer ‘seeds’ a success story
At a time when many a farmer in Wayanad district is keeping his paddy
field fallow owing to huge losses, T. Praseed Kumar from SulthanBathery
is scripting a different story — one of hard work, perseverance and fine
imagination.
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The 45-year-old farmer’s journey to success began after he got a handful of
paddy seeds from a friend in Gujarat.
‘Krishna Kamod’, the Basmati rice variety for which he got the seeds, is known
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for its taste, colour and aroma. Enticed by its violet chaff, he first cultivated it
on just a cent of land.
Gradually, in a period of seven years, he expanded the cultivation to one
hectare and last year, Mr. Kumar harvested about 2,500 kg of the rice.
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And instead of selling the rice in the open market, he sold the seeds to farmers
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at Rs. 200 a kg.

He had spent Rs. 85,000 for the cultivation last year and got returns to the
tune of Rs. 5 lakh.
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Buoyed by the success, Mr. Kumar tried his luck this season with Black
Jasmine rice, a medicinal rice variety from Assam that is violet in colour.
100 kg of seeds
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He spent Rs. 25,000 on cultivating it on 50 cents of land and harvested 400
kg of the rice. “I have sold 100 kg of the rice seeds to farmers at Rs. 400 a
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kg and some traders, who have been selling premium varieties of rice online,
have offered to procure the remaining quantity of rice at Rs. 500 a kg,” Mr.
Kumar added.

Mr. Kumar acknowledged the timely assistance provided by T. Girija, project
director, Agricultural Technology Management Agency, Wayanad, for the
cultivation.
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He had also received an incentive of Rs. 20,000 from the Agriculture
Department.
‘“As there is a huge demand for the seeds of rare rice varieties among the
farming community in the country and pesticide-free rice from the elite class
of society, I am trying to tap the huge potential,” Mr. Kumar said. The Black
Jasmine variety has huge demand from supermarkets in the country as well
as abroad, he said.
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Mr. Kumar has also launched a website to market the seeds.
“This rice variety [Black Jasmine] seems quite suitable for the district, though
its market is yet to be tapped properly in the State,” Sebastian Joseph,
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Assistant Director, Agriculture Department, Wayanad, said.
However, many farmers had come forward to cultivate the crop as it fetched
a better price in the market, he added.
Mr. Kumar’s farm had been selected as a ‘demonstration plot’ last season to

m
o

promote the rice variety.
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The farmer has also dabbled in the cultivation of spectra of rice varieties.
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Indigenous attack copter crosses another milestone

The indigenously developed Light Combat Helicopter has crossed a
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milestone, successfully firing an air-to-air missile at a moving target, and it is
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now ready for induction, Hindustan Aeronautics Limited, which is developing
the helicopter, said.

“This is the first time in the country that a helicopter has carried out an air-
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to-air missile engagement. None of the helicopters in the military services in
the country has demonstrated such a capability. The LCH has successfully
completed all weapon integration tests and is ready for operational induction,”
R. Madhavan, CMD, Hindustan Aeronautics Limited, said in a statement.
During the tests conducted recently at the integrated test range at Chandipur,
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Odisha, the helicopter scored a direct hit on an aerial target and destroyed
it. The LCH is the only attack helicopter in the world that can operate at
altitudes as high as Siachen Glacier.
The Defence Acquisition Council has approved the procurement of an initial
batch of 15 LCHs — 10 for the IAF and 5 for the Army.
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Gaganyaan top priority: ISRO
The priorities for the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) this
year are working on the human space flight programme Gaganyaan and
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launching a major student outreach apart from the scheduled missions, said
its Chairman Dr. K. Sivan, while stating that India is no less than China in its
space programme.
“A separate Human Space Flight Centre has been formed in ISRO. The
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Gaganyaan project will come under it and that’s how we will target the first
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unmanned mission in December 2020,” Dr. Sivan said.

Responding to questions on the Chinese space programme, he said China
had gone slightly ahead following its human space programme but, “Once
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Gagayaan is launched, we will be equal to them in all respects.”
Young scientist scheme
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Stating that this year ISRO is planning to spread its wings in new areas, Dr.
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Sivan announced a Young Scientist Programme (YSP) and termed it their
most important project to reach out to students.
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Under the YSP, three students, 8th standard pass, would be selected from
each of the 29 States and seven Union Territories and will spend one month
at ISRO during which they will be given lectures, get access to research and
development and will be given experience to build a satellite.
“If the satellite is good, we will launch it. This programme is similar to U.S.
space agency NASA’s student outreach,” Dr. Sivan stated. This year ISRO
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has planned 32 missions, including 14 launch vehicles, 17 space craft and
one demo.

Chilika Lake possesses 20% of India’s seagrass
Chilika Lake is claimed to have 20% of India’s seagrass distribution, which
plays a vital role in oxygen production and absorption of carbon dioxide and
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acts as a purifier in aquatic ecology.
According to the Chilika Development Authority, the apex body for the Lake’s
management, seagrass species such as Holoduleuninervis, Holodulepinifolia,
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Halophilaovalis, Halophila ovata and Halophilabeccarii were recorded during
annual monitoring of the Chilika Lake held.
“Seagrass distribution has been estimated over an area of 152 sq. km, an
increase from 135 sq km in the last year. Increase in seagrass has been
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reported against its declining trend throughout the world and now Chilika has
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20% of India’s seagrass,” said CDA Chief Executive Susanta Nanda.

“Seagrass plays a vital role in oxygen production and absorption of carbon
dioxide. It acts as a purifier in aquatic ecology. The seagrass area increases
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only when the water is clean. Seagrass will rejuvenate fishing ground by
providing nursery habitat to important fish species,” Mr. Nanda said.
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Another heartening outcome of the annual monitoring was reappearance of
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sponges. “Due to disturbance in habitat, the sponges were not observed in
the lake after 1985. But after the recent eviction of large area of prawn gherry
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in the southern sector of the lake, the sponges are observed abundantly in
Patanasi and Kumarpur area,” he said.
Some of the indicators that emerged during the monitoring established the
lake’s resilient ecosystem. The annual survey of endangered Irrawaddy
dolphins conducted

finds population of aquatic mammals in the range of

130-150.
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AIIMS team’s model can predict shock 12 hours in advance
Predicting shock (less blood and oxygen supply to major organs, which
can lead to death) even 12 hours before it can be clinically recognised by
doctors by using the current gold standard (intra-arterial blood pressure) is
now possible, thanks to the work by an AIIMS-led multi-institutional team of
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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researchers. Shock can arise from loss of blood volume, inefficient pumping
by the heart or infection (sepsis).
Efficient algorithm
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The machine-learning algorithm to detect shock at the time a single photo
is taken using thermal imaging has an accuracy of 75%. The ability of the
algorithm to forecast the probability of a shock happening three, six and 12
hours before clinical recognition can be done using the gold standard method
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is 77%, 69% and 69% respectively. The algorithm was used in conjunction
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with pulse rate to both detect and predict shock. The results were published
in the journal Scientific Reports.

In paediatric intensive care units, 70-90% babies develop signs of sepsis.
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Almost 30% paediatric ICU patients suffer from sepsis shock and 30% of
them end up dying due to multiorgan failure. “This number will be much higher
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at district hospitals. Sepsis shock is one major killer in paediatric ICUs,” says

a
r
i
p

Dr.TavpriteshSethi from the Department of Paediatrics at AIIMS, New Delhi,
who led the team. In principle, the model can be used for predicting shock

s
a

in adult patients too. But the model has to be tested on adults as the current
study was limited to 539 thermal images of paediatric patients.
It is possible to prevent organ failure and death by adopting simple measures
such as fluid management through transfusion and raising the blood pressure
using certain drugs. Body starts responding to shock very quickly but takes
some time for clinical recognition. This is where the machine-learning
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algorithm comes handy in saving lives with its ability to detect and predict
shock.
“Due to noise, thermal images are fuzzy and so it is difficult for the computer to
identify body parts. So the machine-learning algorithm was trained to identify
body parts, capture body surface temperature and calculate the temperature
difference between abdomen and feet to detect and predict shock,” says
Aditya Nagori from Institute of Genomics and Integrative Biology and first
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author of the paper.
No human judgement
When there is less blood and oxygen supply, blood starts to flow away from
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the hand and feet to important organs such as heart and brain. As a result,
the temperature of the limbs falls compared with chest and abdomen. “This
temperature difference is not measured all the time even in an intensive care
unit. And there is human judgement as well to call it a shock. But ours is a
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quantitative method without human judgement to measure the temperature
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difference between peripheral and centre of the body and predict shock,” says
Dr.Sethi. “Most importantly, ours is a non-contact, non-invasive method.”

Just like temperature difference between peripheral and centre of the body,
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the pulse rate too increases when shock sets in. Pulse rate increases in
response to reduced blood and oxygen supply. The heart beats faster to
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circulate smaller volume of blood causing higher pulse rate.
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Since the current study used a single image to detect and predict shock,
images have to be taken at regular intervals for continuous monitoring. “We
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are expanding the scope of the work to use video for continuous monitoring,”
Dr.Sethi says.

Since a single image along with pulse rate is all that is required for detecting
and predicting shock, children admitted in ICUs at remote locations can be
monitored using the model as a tele-diagnostic decision support system. “We
are expanding the scope of the work to track patients remotely at the district
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level hospitals and primary heath centres. We hope to start this before the
end of the year,” he says. “Clinical use of the model in the safe ICU at AIIMS
will start within the next six months.”
“The team is excited to launch a smartphone application which will incorporate
the model capability to predict shock,” he adds.
The researchers were able to use the machine-learning algorithm to
detect difference in body temperature at AIIMS once the ICU with big data
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warehousing, the first of its kind in India, started functioning since February
2016. “Here data of every patient in the paediatric ICU at AIIMS is captured
every second,” Dr.Sethi says.
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RailTel is turning railway stations into digital hubs
The Indian Railways has one of the world’s largest public WiFi networks in
RailWireWiFi.
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With around 2.6 crore users logins in a month, and over 9,491 Tetra Byte (TB)
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of aggregated data consumption, RailWireWiFi at 746 railway stations across
the country is only getting stronger.
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The network, provided by RailTel, a ‘Mini Ratna’ central PSU (Public Sector
Undertaking) under the Ministry of Railways, is not only one of the largest but
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also one of the fastest public WiFi networks.
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“The response to the high speed service provided as part of turning railway
stations into a platform for digital inclusion has been phenomenal,” sources in
RailTel told The Hindu . Bona fide passengers are using this WiFi facility for

s
a

streaming high definition (HD) videos, and downloading movies, songs and
games, and engaging with their office work online, says RailTel.
For a modern handset, the speed can go as high as 40 Mbps for the initial
30 minutes of unhindered open access, which is unmatched on any other
network.
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The backbone capacity of each of these railway stations is 1 GBPS.
Free WiFi services to commuters are being provided under ‘RailWire’, RailTel’s
retail Broadband initiative. Of the 746 railway stations, RailTel has provided
high speed WiFi at 414 A, A1 and C category railway stations across the
country, in association with Google as the technology partner.
Currently, 21 railway stations in Kerala have free WiFi, and a project to
provide free WiFi to 100 more stations this fiscal as part of the Corporate
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Social Responsibility initiative of a Mumbai-based trust through RailTel is on
the anvil, officials said.
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As you reap, so shall you add value to farm produce
A fusion of traditional practices, management expertise and technology has
taken agriculture to a higher level at a farm located in Udayampuli Village of
Tirunelveli district. Jaycee Agro Farms has emerged as a model in which the
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farmer is in control of the food chain — from production to marketing.
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The farm, spread over 200 acres (and an additional 250 acre of leased land),
adopts a biodiversified cropping pattern (paddy, fruits and vegetables) and
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is home to about 51,000 trees, all belonging to native species. It has an
interconnected drip irrigation network with six percolation ponds, six open
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wells and 28 borewells, in addition to rainwater harvesting infrastructure.
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The water grid, which can be operated with an Android phone, ensures
uninterrupted supply. The organic, bio and biodynamic manure and pesticides
produced at the farm are tested in an in-house laboratory. The dairy unit
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provides the ingredients for manure production. Units are being set up to
process fruits, vegetables; produce herbal powders and cold-pressed oils.
Lack of value addition
“Our objective is to prove that farming can be very profitable. Farmers suffer
due to absence of processing and value addition facilities. They can give us
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their produce raised as per our specifications for value addition and we assure
them a price much higher than the market price,” said K. Jayachandran, one
of the two promoters. He picks out moringa, basil, lemon and amla as crops
that fetch good prices in the export market with value addition in the form of
amla juice, moringa powder, curry leaves powder and the like. The farm has
achieved breakeven within a few years of operation.
It is networking with nearby villages to improve productivity and income
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of small and marginal farmers. The farm is also used to provide training in
organic and biodynamic farming in association with government agencies
and promote agro-tourism. Work has begun to make it a biodynamic farming
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education centre of the Biodynamic Association of India. “We want to make
farming a cooperative movement that functions on good corporate principles,”
said Mr. Jayachandran.
Biodynamic agriculture, a new method of farming, which evolved from the
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lectures of Austrian philosopher Rudolf Steiner in 1924, incorporates principles
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of oriental philosophy and astronomy.

Almost all of the produce leave the farm with value addition. About 70% of the
harvest goes to the export market. It has received certificates from Demeter
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International, LACON Germany and Halal India. “At present, farmers suffer
about 35% post-harvest loss. This can be considerably brought down
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by processing and value addition,” said R. Chandrasekaran, the other
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promoter.
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‘Plastic waste imports to India go up’
In spite of a ban on the import of plastic waste into India, the influx of PET bottles
has quadrupled from 2017 to 2018 thanks to legal loophole, says a Delhi-based
environmentalist

organisation,

PanditDeendayalUpadhyaySmritiManch

(PDUSM).
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“Indian firms are importing plastic scraps from China, Italy, Japan and Malawi
for recycling and the imports of PET bottle scrap & flakes has increased from
12,000 tonnes in FY 16-17 to 48,000 tonnes in FY 17-18 growing @ 290%.
India has already imported 25,000 MT in the first 3 months of FY 18-19,” says
a note by the organisation.
Wide gap
Government and industry estimates suggest that India consumes about 13
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million tonnes of plastic and recycles only about 4 million tonnes.
A lack of an efficient waste segregation system and inadequate collection is
the root cause, according to experts, for much of the plastic not making its
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way to recycling centres.
To incentivise domestic plastic recycling units, the government had banned
the import of plastic waste, particularly PET bottles in 2015. In 2016, an
amendment allowed such imports as long as they were carried out by
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agencies situated in Special Economic Zones. It’s this loophole that’s been
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exploited.

A senior Union environment ministry official, who declined to be identified,
told The Hindu that while the ministry couldn’t vouch for whether such plastic
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imports had quadrupled, it was true that the imports had “substantially
increased” and action was being contemplated. “We’ve been apprised
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of these imports and they’re quite substantial. We’re beginning internal
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investigations to see how this can be addressed,” the official added.
Ravi Agrawal, director of Toxics Link, an organisation that works on plastic
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waste management, said that figures were “plausible” as China, once a major
global importer of plastic waste for recycling, had banned such imports.
“It’s possible that some of that is making its way to India but I can’t be sure
of these numbers,” Mr. Agrawal said.
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Rushikulya readied for olive ridleys mass nesting season
Arrangements by forest department are now in the final stages for the
forthcoming mass nesting season of olive ridleys at Rushikulya coast of
Odisha in February. Forest officials said the third phase of beach cleaning
is going on. Preparations are on to put up a metal net wall on a stretch from
Gokharkuda to Prayagi, the region where mass nesting occurs.
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ISRO to launch military satellite tonight
Just before midnight, Indian Space Research Organisation’s first mission of
2019 will put into space a 130-kg military imaging satellite, Microsat-R.
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ISRO has shied away from sharing details of the spacecraft or its uses as it
does routinely each time during its missions; except to say the satellite would
be placed within 15 minutes after take-off in a polar orbit 274 km away from
Earth.
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This is much lower than any of its civil Earth observation spacecraft, which fly
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pole to pole over the globe at between 400 km and 700 km.

According to information obtained from different sources Microsat-R and
its payload come assembled from a handful of laboratories of the Defence
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Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) and is meant for military
use. The satellite was “assembled outside and ISRO only interfaced it” with its
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own systems and the launch vehicle, just as it treats any customer satellite.
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PSLV-C44 will be launched around 11.30 p.m. from the older First Launch
Pad at the Satish Dhawan Space Centre, Sriharikota in Andhra Pradesh. For
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its part, ISRO is experimenting on two aspects of the vehicle. One is to reuse
a waste stage.

“For us, the excitement is about reusing the spent fourth stage [PS4] of
the rocket as an orbiting platform for future experiments,” an official said.
Kalamsat, a small student payload, will be the first to use PS4 as an orbital
platform.
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Amid the 28-hour countdown for the launch, ISRO Chairman K.Sivan said
the PS4-Kalamsat experiment would be short-lived.
It would start about 1.5 hours from take-off and last about 14 hours until
Friday midday. Later experiments with PS4 will be improved gradually, he
said.
For the third time in ISRO’s recent history, the mission team is slated to cut off
and restart the PS4 engine twice over a flight lasting around 100 minutes.
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ISRO’s pre-launch brochure said, “In PSLV-C44, the fourth stage (PS4) of
the vehicle will be moved to higher circular orbit so as to establish an orbital
platform for carrying out experiments.”
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The other experiment with the launcher PSLV-C44 vehicle will be a new third
variant having two strap-on boosters. Called the PSLV-DL, D standing for
demonstration, it ranges between the older two variants.

India conducts ‘largest coastal security drill’
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Ten years after the 26/11 Mumbai terror attack, India conducted its largest
coastal defence drill, Exercise Sea Vigil, to test its preparedness along
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the entire 7,516.6 km-long-coastline and exclusive economic zone of the
country.
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The first of its kind exercise was conducted on January 22 and 23 and
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coordinated by the Navy.

“Exercise Sea Vigil aims to comprehensively and holistically validate the
efficacy of the measures taken since 26/11. It aims to simultaneously activate
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the coastal security mechanism across all 13 coastal States and Union
Territories,” the Navy said in a statement.
This involves the evaluation of critical areas and processes, including interagency coordination, information sharing and technical surveillance. “Multi
agency audit and identification of gaps, shortfalls and incorporation of lessons
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learnt into Standard Operating Procedures (SOP) are also the desired
outcomes,” the Navy stated.
“In an effort to test the preparedness and coordination, some rogue elements
tried to breach the surveillance network and reach the coast during the
exercise,” an official said.
Post 26/11, the Navy was designated as the agency responsible for overall
maritime security, including offshore and coastal security, while the Coast
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Guard was designated as the agency responsible for coastal security in
territorial waters.
A multi-tiered patrol and surveillance mechanism with focus on technical
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surveillance and augmenting Maritime Domain Awareness through the coastal
radar chain was adopted.
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Delayed start for CRZ regime in State
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Kerala may have to wait for some time to take advantage of the new Coastal
Regulation Zone (CRZ) notification for want of an approved Coastal Zone
Management Plan (CZMP).
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For the new notification to come into play, coastal States, including Kerala, will
have to get their CZMPs prepared under the CRZ, 2011 notification updated
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in tune with the 2019 notification issued last week. The CZMP, prepared in
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consultation with various stakeholders, will define the development activities
that could be undertaken along the coastal belt. Under normal circumstances,
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the CZMP shall not be revised in five years.
For Kerala, even the CZMP prepared under the 2011 notification has not
been approved and the document is awaiting the nod of the National Coastal
Zone Management Authority (NCZMA).
The thus notified CZMP will then have to be revised in tune with the 2019
notification and submitted for the approval of the Ministry. While revising the
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CZMP, the State will have to repeat the process of public hearing and inviting
comments from all stakeholders regarding the changes it intends to make in
the document.
It was after a delay of nearly three years that the State succeeded in preparing
a CZMP.
Section 6 (1) of the CRZ, 2019 notification specifies that the new CRZ regime
will not come into force unless the coastal States revise or update their
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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Norms to continue
It further states that “until and unless the CZMPs is so revised or updated,
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provisions of this notification shall not apply and the CZMP as per provisions
of CRZ Notification, 2011 shall continue to be followed for appraisal and CRZ
clearance to such projects.” Till the revised CZMP is approved, the CRZ,
2011 will have to be considered for clearing projects, according to the new
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notification.
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According to those at the Kerala Coastal Zone Management Authority, the
CZMP of the 10 coastal districts have been submitted to the NCZMA for
approval. Once approved, the document could be revised in tune with the
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latest notification, they hoped.

Any changes in the CRZ notification will have far-reaching ramifications in

t
n

the State, which has a nearly 580-km-long coastline and hundreds of thickly
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populated islands in its backwater and mainland coast. With its high population
density and pressure from the tourism, industry and housing sectors, the
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management of the CRZ regime has always proved to be a tough task for the
authorities.

ISRO tastes first success of 2019
Under a starry night and a waning gibbous moon, ISRO’s PSLV C-44 broke
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the silence over a brimming Pulicat lake as it lifted off from Satish Dhawan
Space Centre, SHAR, to successfully place into orbit a military satellite,
Microsat-R.
The mission with the modified PSLV with just two strap-on motors, dubbed
the PSLV-DL (dual strap-ons), marked another first for ISRO as it provided an
alternative to its normal six strap-on motors. This will enable it to carry slightly
higher payloads than its Core-Alone version.
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Towards the end of the first stage, the rocket’s plumes were white with its tail
end burning bright red even as a large flock of birds passed on the horizon. A
second later, as the rocket soared further into the night sky, the second stage
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ignition burned a bright orange propelling the rocket ahead.
In low orbit
Microsat-R, placed into orbit 13 and a half minutes after lift-off, is a defence
application satellite. It is the first time an Indian satellite was being placed by
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ISRO in a low orbit at an altitude of 274 km. ISRO also used this launch as
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an opportunity to demonstrate the usability of the fourth stage of the rocket
after the satellites are ejected into orbit.

Till Thursday night, the fourth stage used to just become yet another piece
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of space debris. However, ISRO has found a way to make use of this stage
with a student satellite, Kalamsat, made by Space Kidz India, weighing just
1.26kg, attached to it.
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“The first mission of 2019 is a grand success,” ISRO Chairman K. Sivan said
from Mission Control. “Another innovation is the making the fourth stage,
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as an experimental platform to do technology demonstrations and carry out
science experiments by students,” he said.
For experiments

This would enable any agency that wants to conducts experiments in space
to use the fourth stage till it disintegrates naturally. The fourth stage of the
rocket may be orbiting in space for six months to a year. ISRO is aiming to
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use this time-frame to enable agencies to run short time experiments. Mr.
Sivan asked students in India to develop such satellites and ISRO would take
care of the launch.
He also said ISRO was developing a Small Satellite Launch Vehicle (SSLV),
smaller than the PSLV. The first SSLV launch will take place this year, he
said.
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18 Indian institutions to study nitrogen pollution
Eighteen research institutions in India are among a group of 50 institutions
— called the South Asian Nitrogen Hub (SANH) — in the United Kingdom

JANUARY 2019

VOL.53

and South Asia that have secured £20 million (about Rs. 200 crore) from the
U.K. government to assess and study the quantum and impact of “nitrogen
pollution” in South Asia.
While nitrogen is the dominant gas in the atmosphere, it is inert and doesn’t
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react. However, when it is released as part of compounds from agriculture,
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sewage and biological waste, nitrogen is considered “reactive”, and it may be
polluting and even exert a potent greenhouse gas (heat trapping) effect.

“So far, we have focussed on carbon dioxide and its impact on global warming.
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Nitrous oxide (N2O) is 300 times more potent than carbon dioxide but isn’t
as prevalent in the atmosphere. However, this is poised to grow,” said N.
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Raghuram, Chairman, International Nitrogen Initiative (INI) and Professor of
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Biotechnology at Guru Gobind Singh Indraprastha University, New Delhi. “In
the future, reactive nitrogen pollution will be a matter of significant global
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discussion and, unlike carbon, India and South Asia cannot wake up at the
last minute, realising that it has no updated, scientific assessment of its
inventory.”

Last year, Dr.Raghuram led a consortium of researchers who assessed trends
in nitrogen emissions in India, where NOx emissions grew at 52% from 1991
to 2001 and 69% from 2001 to 2011. The SANH will study the impacts of the
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different forms of pollution to form a “coherent picture” of the nitrogen cycle.
In particular, it will look at nitrogen in agriculture in eight countries — India,
Pakistan, Bangladesh, Nepal, Afghanistan, Sri Lanka, Bhutan and Maldives.

CMB-Bharat project: listening to faintest murmurs of early
universe
A three-week long programme entitled, ‘Cosmology – The next decade’, which
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consisted of a school to train early career researchers and a workshop for
active researchers in the field of cosmology came to a close on 25 January.
The workshop was held at ICTS-TIFR, Bengaluru. In the workshop, project
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CMB-Bharat, a project to listen to the faintest murmurs of the universe was
mooted. CMB expands into Cosmic Microwave Background. The scientific
space project CMB-Bharat has been presented as a proposal to ISRO and
is being considered by it, said TarunSouradeep, from IUCAA, Pune. This
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was one highlight of the workshop which also saw discussions on the X-ray
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telescope eROSITA which is to be launched in June 2019.

“Schools of long duration, where there could be detailed courses, taught by
the leaders in the field of cosmology are rare in our country. The last such effort
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was in 2008... Many of those students are now back as cosmology faculty in
India and abroad,” says SubhabrataMajumdar, who is with the Tata Institute
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of Fundamental Research, Mumbai (TIFR). “We hope this school will create
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the much-needed leaders for Indian cosmology in the coming decades,” he
added, in an email. The programme was organized by SubhabrataMajumdar,
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Rishi Khatri from TIFR, Mumbai and AseemParanjape from IUCAA, Pune.
TarunSouradeep, who is the lead proposer of CMB-Bharat, outlined the scope
and plan of the project thus: “CMB-Bharat is a proposal for comprehensive next
generation Cosmic Microwave Background (CMB) mission in international
collaboration with major Indian contribution. It proposes ‘near-ultimate’ survey
polarisation that would exhaust the primordial information in this ‘gold-mine’
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for cosmology.”
Scientific promise
The scientific promise of the project was threefold according to Dr Souradeep.
The “ultrahigh-goal” according to him was that the project would reveal the
first clear signature of quantum gravity and ultra-high-energy-physics in the
very early universe. He clarified that this referred to quantum gravitational
waves, which are different from what LIGO detectors had observed that
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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were classical in nature. The “high” goals lay in neutrino physics where we
could discover more about the neutrino species, their total mass and mass
hierarchy; map all dark matter and most baryons in the observable universe,
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he said. The problem of knowing the hierarchy of masses of the different
species of neutrino is a very deep one and being hotly pursued by many
countries. The “legacy,” he said, was to improve probe of cosmological model
by a factor of over 10 million, and to generate rich galactic and extragalactic
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astrophysics datasets.
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When asked about the timeline he had in mind for this project, he said that it
was too early to make any definitive statements and that a more mature study
had to be carried out. “Typically, ambitious space missions of this magnitude
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take over a decade [to] launch. We would like to be observing for 4-6 years
and the time to final release of all data and release could extend to [about] 5
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years,” he said in an email to The Hindu.
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Comprehensive mission

“There are no active proposals for a comprehensive next generation
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CMB space mission at this time. CMB-Bharat mission presents an unique
opportunity for India to take the lead on prized quests in fundamental science
in a field that has proved to be a spectacular success, while simultaneously
gaining valuable expertise in cutting-edge technology for space capability
through global cooperation,” he added.
The workshop
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The workshop was a unique gathering of cosmologists from across the world,
and participants could attend invited talks by eminent cosmologists and
experimental physicists from across the world, such as Lyman Page (2018
Breakthrough Prize, 2015 Gruber Prize), Rashid Sunyaev (2003 Gruber Prize,
2017 State Prize of Russia for Science and Technology), J. Richard ‘Dick’
Bond (2008 Gruber Prize, 2018 Gruber Prize as a team member, Officer in
the Order of Canada) and others. This programme was a decadal follow-up
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of a previous 6-weeks long ICTS programme “Cosmology with CMB and
LSS” held in 2008.

JANUARY 2019 Protect plantations and forests to minimise conflict
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Acacia and eucalyptus plantations are notorious for the ecological problems
they cause. Yet, in southwest Karnataka, these monocultures have become
crucial elephant habitats and need to be protected along with natural forest
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patches to minimise human–elephant conflict, suggests a study published
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inTropical Conservation Science.

In Karnataka’s Hassan and Madikeri — a landscape consisting of plantations
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(teak, coffee, acacia and eucalyptus), paddy fields and small, fragmented
forest patches — human–elephant conflict is high. Reacting to this, authorities
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removed 22 elephants from the area in 2014. However, elephants from
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habitats nearby colonized the area again. With conflict rising, scientists at
the Nature Conservation Foundation including Vinod Krishnan studied how
the elephants — now approximately 30 in number — used 205 villages
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here between 2015 and 2017. They first tracked daily elephant movement
(using direct observation and indirect signs such as dung). With this, they
mapped the intensity of use of each village by elephants. This revealed that
the large mammals were present across the landscape during the first year.
However, the team found a high concentration of elephant presence in the
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northern part of the region in the second year. According to them, the logging
of trees in abandoned coffee estates in the central zone, and the installation
of barriers around these estates, clustered elephant presence in the north.
This increased human–elephant conflict here, revealed an analysis of crop
damage incidents and human casualties.
Habitat types
The team also mapped elephant distribution across different habitat types
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(such as reserved forests, agricultural fields and monocultures of acacia
and eucalyptus) to study habitat use. During the day, elephants preferred
monoculture refuges (of acacia, teak and eucalyptus) and forest fragments,
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and avoided other habitats including coffee and human habitations. But
during the night, they used coffee plantations and agricultural fields the
most. Seasons too played a role: while elephants used forests and coffee
plantations more during the dry season, they frequented agricultural fields in

m
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the wet season.
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Across the years, while the elephants’ use of monoculture refuges and coffee
increased, their use of forest fragments drastically decreased (from 15% to
2%). According to Krishnan, in areas where natural forests have been wiped
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out, monocultures — which serve as refugia for elephants and help them
move between habitats — could help minimize human–elephant conflict and
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promote coexistence between people and elephants.
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“Such refugia play a crucial role in keeping conflict levels low,” said Krishnan,
the lead author of the study.
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Jumbos to patrol Odisha’s Satkosia Tiger Reserve
Patrolling in the Satkosia Tiger Reserve is set to be strengthened as two
trained elephants would be deployed there shortly.
Trained elephants will help ground-level forest guards patrol deep in the
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forest where jeeps cannot go.
The two elephants are being brought from the Similipal Tiger Reserve.
“We are mobilising a few trained elephants as per the guidelines of the National
Tiger Conservation Authority. The elephant deployment in STR at present
has no connection with the possible release of tigress Sundari, imported
from Madhya Pradesh, from the special enclosure set up inside Satkosia,”
said Sandeep Tripathi, Principal Chief Conservator Forest (Wildlife).
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Sources in the Forest and Environment Department said the authorities
did not want to leave any stone unturned before approaching the NTCA for
resuming the ambitious tiger reintroduction programme in Satkosia.
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The tiger reintroduction programme in STR had run into rough weather
following the death of India’s first inter-State translocated tiger last year.
The Odisha government had planned to bring six tigers (three male and three
female) from Madhya Pradesh to increase the feline population in Satkosia.
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Last year, one pair of big cats was brought to Satkosia.
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However, the programme did not go as per plan. While the tiger T1 reportedly
died after falling into a poaching trap, there was huge discontentment among
villagers residing in the buffer areas over the frequent straying of the tigress
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into human habitation. As the situation went out of control following a human
kill, the tigress was captured. Subsequently, the programme was put on
hold.
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App launched with R-Day highlights
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People can watch the highlights of this year’s Republic Day parade at the
Rajpath on a mobile application launched by the Defence Ministry.
The ‘RDP INDIA 2019’ app was launched on the 70th Republic Day.
“It was extremely informative to the spectators witnessing the parade and
was widely appreciated,” the Ministry said in a statement.
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The app also had the provision for live streaming of the parade and contains
information about it, including the order of the march, details of the tableaux
presented by different States and Ministries, cultural performances by children,
fly past and names of recipients of Pradhan MantriRashtriya Bal Puraskar,
2019, the statement said.
According to the statement, this new initiative is in sync with the Digital India
campaign of the government.
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The Ministry said the app would help people who desire to know the theme
and ideas depicted in the tableaux.

JANUARY 2019 ‘India can’t handle more big cats’
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While conservation efforts are aimed at increasing the tiger count in India,
global experts and officials in the government suggest that India must also
prepare for a new challenge — of reaching the limits of its management
capacity.
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Officially, India had 2,226 tigers as of 2014. An ongoing census is expected
to reveal an update to these numbers. But Rajesh Gopal, head of the Global
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Tiger Forum, said that India’s current capacity to host tigers ranged from
2,500-3,000 tigers.
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Moreover, said another official, 25-35% of India’s tigers now lived outside
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protected reserves.

With dwindling core forests as well as the shrinking of tiger corridors (strips
of land that allow tigers to move unfettered across diverse habitat), officials

s
a

said there were several challenges — alongside the traditional challenges of
poaching and man-animal conflict — to India’s success at tiger conservation.
Recent attempts at translocating tigers to unpopulated reserves, such as
Satkosia in Orissa, have ended badly, with one of the tigers dying.
Mr. Gopal was speaking at a conference of representatives from a group
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of countries who’ve signed a declaration to double tiger numbers by 2022,
organised by the National Tiger Conservation Authority. Barring China, all
other tiger-range countries — Thailand, Laos, Vietnam, Cambodia, Russia,
Indonesia, Malaysia, Bangladesh, Bhutan, Myanmar, India and Nepal — were
part of the conference in New Delhi .
Another official, involved in the ongoing census said the report — expected
to be made public in May — will also, for the first time, discuss challenges of
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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having a thriving tiger population.
“Overall, given the low availability of prey in some reserves, this is the
capacity that can be supported. However, there are vast tracts of potential
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tiger habitat that can be used to improve prey density, develop tiger corridors
and therefore support a much larger population,” said Y. Jhala of the Wildlife
Institute of India (WII).
Over 10,000 tigers
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K. UllasKaranth, director, Centre for Wildlife Studies, however, said, “I
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would estimate the potential carrying capacity for tigers in India at 10,000 to
15,000, not the 3,000 we already have. When tiger recovery efforts began 50
years ago we had about 2,000 tigers.. If after all this effort and expenditure,
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we are satisfied with just 3,000 tigers, it points at a serious management
problem: needlessly huge amount of money is being dumped repeatedly on

t
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the same 25,000-30,000 sq. km area where tigers are already at saturation
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densities, while other areas with potential for future recovery are starved of
key investments.”
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Since 2006, the WII has been tasked with coordinating the tiger estimation
exercise. The once-in-four-years exercise calculated, in 2006, that India had
only 1,411 tigers. This rose to 1,706 in 2010 and 2,226 in 2014 on the back of
improved conservation measures and new estimation methods.
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ISRO lists 10 firms to make li-ion cells
The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) named 10 companies to
which it proposes to transfer the technology for manufacturing Lithium-ion
cells developed by the Vikram Sarabhai Space Centre (VSSC), Thumba.
Originally developed for use in launch vehicles and satellites, this ISRO spinoff will now fuel India’s electric vehicle boom.
Majority of the companies selected for the commercial production of the li-ion
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battery are private-owned, with one from Kerala — Carborundum Universal
Ltd based in Kochi.
The shortlisted companies are the following: Amara Raja Batteries Ltd,
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Chittoor, Andhra Pradesh; Bharat Electronics Ltd, Pune; Carborundum
Universal Ltd, Kochi; Exicom Tele-Systems Ltd, Gurgaon; GOCL Corporation
Ltd, Hyderabad; Jyoti CNC Automation Ltd, Rajkot; National Aluminium
Company Ltd (NALCO), Bhubaneswar; Sukhbir Agro Energy Ltd, New Delhi;
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Tata Chemicals Ltd, Mumbai, and Thermax Ltd, Pune.
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The ISRO and VSSC selected the companies jointly with the NITI-Aayog
from a long-list of 141 firms. According to VSSC officials, the space agency
will help the companies set up the Lithium-ion cell manufacturing units and
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provide training for their staff.

For its own use, the VSSC had developed li-ion cells with capacities ranging
from 1.5 Ah to 100 Ah.
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Subsequent search for an industry partner for commercial production of the
battery had hit a wall until the Union government stepped in.
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Rajasthan Zika strain is endemic to Asia, says new study
The Zika virus that infected 159 people in an outbreak in Rajasthan last year,
could have been circulating in India for several years and is endemic to Asia,
according to a new study published in the journal Infection, Genetics and
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Evolution this week.
The study, led by authors from Pune’s National Institute of Virology (NIV), an
institute under the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR), is the first to
sequence full Zika virus genomes from India.
Confers herd immunity
“The finding that the outbreak was caused by an endemic virus is quite
important,” said Nathan Grubaugh, an epidemiologist from the Yale School
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of Public Health, who was not involved in the study.
“It suggests that people in the region may have been previously exposed to
the virus, building herd immunity that may limit future outbreaks.”
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During the latter half of 2018, India recorded its first major Zika outbreaks in
Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh.
Around then, the ICMR said the Rajasthan virus had been sequenced and
was closely related to a virus that had caused large epidemics and birth
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defects in Latin America in 2015.
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Then, in November 2018, the Ministry of Health and Family Welfare issued
a press release, citing the NIV’s research, to say that “known mutations” for
foetal microcephaly were not present in the Rajasthan strain.

u
r
fo

The Hindu has previously reported that the statement about “known mutations”
was interpreted by MP’s health authorities to mean that the Indian viral strain
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could not cause birth defects. The Ministry and ICMR were criticised for the
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misleading wording, but did not issue a clarification.
Crucial contradictions
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This week’s publication contradicts the ICMR’s previous statements in two
ways. First, it indicates that the Rajasthan Zika strain is not closely related to
the Brazilian one.

“It appears that the Indian strain has been around for a while…The Brazilian
strain diverged more recently,” said Farah Ishtiaq, who studies the effects of
infectious diseases on ecology at Bengaluru’s Indian Institute of Science.

Science,
Tech and
Environment

Prof.Grubaugh adds that the phylogenetic analysis in the paper, along with
previous research, suggests that the virus has been in Asia for “at least 50
years”.
“Based on limited data, I suspect it is [endemic to India],” he added.
While this is good news, because it implies that a portion of the population
could be immune, it could also mean that Zika-related birth defects such
as microcephaly were occurring even before the virus was first detected in
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam
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India.
The NIV paper is also more cautious than the Ministry’s press release on the
implications of a mutation in the viral genome called S139N.
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In a 2017 paper published in Science , the existence of this mutation in the
Brazilian strain was linked, using animal data, with microcephaly.
Based on this paper, the Ministry press release had said the Rajasthan strain
didn’t have the “known mutation”.
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The current paper says: “A word of caution should be maintained on the
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claims of these mutations on the development of microcephaly in humans,
given no direct clinical evidence of their effect.”

Emailed questions to Devendra T. Mourya, NIV Director and corresponding
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author of the paper, were not answered.

While endemicity means that large outbreaks, such as the Brazilian one,
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may not occur in India, serosurveys are needed to confirm this, said Prof.
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Grubaugh. In a serosurvey, a sample of the population is tested for Zika
antibodies.
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Making a temple out of a mountain
Among the theories on the origin of the monolithic Kailasa Temple in the
Ellora caves is one that says aliens chiselled through the hill from the top
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to create the mammoth temple from a single block of stone sometime in the
eighth century during the reign of Krishna I of the Rashtrakutas.
Some 13 centuries later, on a dusty road leading to Warangal, a hill of
granite is being sculpted into a temple, standing atop the small hillock of
Yadagirigutta.
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The new temple is the brainchild of a modern-day ruler, albeit one who has
been elected — Telangana Chief Minister K. Chandrashekar Rao. Mr. Rao
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consulted the well-known Vaishnavite figure ChinnaJeeyarSwamy for the
temple, dedicated to Lakshmi NarasimhaSwamy, while film set designer
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Anand Sai designed it. The State government has allocated Rs. 250 crore
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for the temple in the current budget. It had allocated Rs. 100 crore over the
last two budgets taking the total allocation to Rs. 450 crore.
“By March, the temple will be ready to welcome pilgrims,” says G. Kishen
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Rao of the Yadagirigutta Temple Development Authority.
Yadagirigutta, a 1.5 acre plateau, was home to a small cave temple
dedicated to Narasimha and a rock with a carving of Hanuman. “It was
a small temple which people from Hyderabad visited s and other festive
occasions and returned home by evening. There was hardly any queue of
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pilgrims and very few amenities. Now, we are waiting for the main temple
to open,” says Vijayalakshmi, a devotee from the village, offering prayers
at the adjacent makeshift replica of the new temple.
The new temple now sprawls over four acres on a platform constructed of
reinforced concrete piles rising from the base of the hill. A road is being laid
to accommodate the expected traffic.
Inside the cavernous mandapam (temple coutryard) leading to the new
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cave temple, a cloud of stone dust hangs in the air as the shrill noise of drills
and saws echoes, drowning out any conversation.
But S. Sounder Rajan, the sthapati or sculptor, who has executed the
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colossal structure, is like a man possessed, and doesn’t let a few drills stifle
his passion.
“This is one of the biggest temples in the country carved in granite, with
therajagopuram(pyramidal tower at the entrance) being a seven-storey
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structure. I have had to race against time though the engineers believe that
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this can be done in a jiffy. This is granite, not RCC! It takes time to cut, chisel
and shape. I made 1,500 plans over one year and eight contractors were
employed to execute the work,” says Mr. Rajan. His team of deputy and
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assistant sthapatis share his enthusiasm and add to the story of how the
colossal temple is taking shape.
Cave temple untouched
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Work on the new temple began in October 2016 and a replica of the cave
temple was made for pilgrims to offer prayers. “The original cave temple of
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NarasimhaSwamy and the rock with a carving of Hanuman have not been
touched. Everything else is new,” says Sanjeeva Kumar, a deputy sthapati who
has trained in temple architecture in Tirupati. “The Kakatiya temples are
known for their exquisite work where a paper can pass behind a dancing
figurine. We have tried to do the same with many sculptures having designs
where even a palm can pass through it,” says Mr. Kumar.
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In the race to finish the temple, there have been a few accidents. Five
craftsmen lost their sight when the blade of the cutter splintered, sending
pieces of metal all around. Other workers have suffered injuries to their arms,
according to officials at the site.
“There are risks. But we have to work. I like to work on something that people
say will last for a long time,” says Murugesh, a craftsman from Tiruchirapalli,
speaking in halting Telugu. For Shaikh Rabbani, all work is worship. “We are
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working on the rajagopuram . Working at a height of 50 feet is tough but I
come from a family of craftsmen. My father and grandfather too worked on
carving temples, so this is nothing new for us,” says Mr. Rabbani, who hails
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from Guntur, and speaks chaste Telugu.
According to Mr. Rajan, 2.5 lakh tonnes of granite from a hill in Gurjepally in
Prakasam district have been transported to Yadagirigutta to build the temple.
In other words, a 9.4 sq km mountain has been moved to create the temple.
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In the process, a 30-tonne monolithic block has been transformed into a 15-
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tonne image of Alwar (a Vaishnavite saint). There are 12 statues in various
positions inside the mandapam, which is 202- feet-long and 103-feet-wide
with 36-foot-high walls.
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“The temple had a gold sudarshanchakram as the finial. By March, it will again
be back in position over the vimana (tower over the sanctum sanctorum).
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The maingopuram will have a 2 mm gold plating weighing 700 kg, estimated
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to cost about Rs. 70 crore,” says Mr. Kumar.
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Scientists unearth Asia’s first fossil Dioscorea yam leaf
Speak of fossils, and dinosaurs first come to mind. A quaint fossilised leaf
is one of the most recent finds throwing light on India’s past. The leaf fossil
is the first ofDioscorea yams from Asia and hints at a Gondwanan origin to
these plants, claim scientists.
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When scientists R. C. Mehrotra and Anumeha Shukla from Lucknow’s
BirbalSahni Institute of Palaeosciences were leading a dig in the Eocene-era
(38-56 million years ago) Gurha lignite mine in Bikaner in western Rajasthan,
they obtained two well-preserved fossils of large leaves. “They are about 16
cm long,” wrote co-author Dr. Shukla in an email.
Referring to herbarium sheets available at Dehradun’s Forest Research
Institute, the team identified it as a species of Dioscorea, a kind of yam that
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grows as a herbaceous vine in the humid tropics of India and other countries.
They also used the morphological features of the leaves — venation and
leaf shape — to rule out other plants that look very similar to it. When they
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compared it to the other Dioscorea fossils obtained from Europe, Africa and
America, they found it to be very distinct.
Tropical forests
The

team

named

their

new

find Dioscoreaeocenicus: the

first
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ever Dioscorea fossil recorded from Asia. Currently, species of Dioscorea in
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India are found in the humid, tropical forests of the country. Based on this,
the team infer that such tropical forests must have flourished in this part of
Rajasthan during early Eocene. Other fossil plants observed in the mine also
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suggest this historical climate in the area, which is now dry and consists of
desert vegetation.
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So what caused such a drastic change in climate? As the Indian subcontinent
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broke away from the supercontinent Gondwanaland many millions of
years ago and drifted towards the Equator, the resulting tropical weather
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created lush tropical forests here. As the landmass moved further north
and away from the equator, dry vegetation replaced these forests, write the
authors. Further, based on the location of other Dioscorea fossils across
the world (from continents that used to be part of Gondwanaland) and the
current pan-tropical distribution ofDioscorea species across the world, the
scientists suggest in their study published in Review of Palaeobotany and
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Palynology that Dioscorea plants could be of Gondwanan origin. However,
more fossil records would be required to confirm this, added Dr. Shukla.

What ASER says about quality of learning in India
The Annual Status of Education Report (ASER) 2018 published by education
non-profit Pratham shows the prevalence of learning deficit and the poverty
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of basic reading and arithmetic skills among students in Indian schools. Mint
analyses the highlights of the report.
What does the ASER 2018 report say?
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The report shows that Indian students, especially those in elementary
school (Classes I-VIII), are not learning enough. To cite one metric, only half
(50.3%) of all students in Class V can read texts meant for Class II students.
There seems to have been some improvement in learning levels, especially
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among students of Class III and Class V, in 2018 compared with those of the
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previous five years. However, the improvement is not visible at a higher level,
for example among students of Class VIII. The latest report collected data
from 596 districts by surveying 546,527 students from 354,944 homes.
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Is this learning deficit prevalent only in government schools?
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The deficit is across government and private schools. Traditionally, students in
private schools have fared better than their government school counterparts,
but that’s a relative situation. For example, while 40% of Class VIII students
in government schools can do simple division, the figure is 54.2% in private
schools. But this success rate is three percentage points below that of 2012
and the same as in 2014. “Private school students are believed to have
better family background, both in economic and education front. That’s a key
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differentiator,” said Pratham chief executive Rukmini Banerjee.
Why is learning level in schools important?
The quality of the learning level bears directly on India’s future workforce, its
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competitiveness and the economy. India’s demographic dividend depends on
the learning level of students.

Are learning levels improving in government schools?
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Yes; there is gradual improvement in some segments and in some states.
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The reading ability among Class V students in Kerala jumped 10 percentage
points in 2018 from that in 2016. In Himachal Pradesh, the growth is nearly 8
percentage points and in Chhattisgarh and Odisha it is around 7 percentage
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points between 2016 and 2018. Still, data from states such as Jharkhand,
West Bengal, Gujarat, Rajasthan and Tamil Nadu shows a marginal dip in the
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same criterion for the same cohort.
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Do private schools have more students?

The situation has been almost static in the last five years. While 30.9% of
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students in the 6-14 age group were in private schools in 2018, the figure was
30.6% in 2016 and 30.8% in 2014. This is less than a percentage point growth
since 2014. In Rajasthan and Uttar Pradesh, there is a two percentage point
drop in private school enrolment. In Gujarat, Bihar, Jammu and Kashmir, it
has risen by a similar margin. Private school dependence in Manipur (70.4%)
and Haryana (55.3%) is much higher than the national average.

Miscellaneous
News and
Events

Farmers need irrigation more than poll freebies
Even as debt waivers and farmer-centric doles are announced to tide over
farmers’ indebtedness, the level of investment in irrigation remains poor
Ahead of Lok Sabha elections, the spotlight has turned on the troubles faced
by the farmer. But, even as debt waivers are announced to tide over one farm
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crisis—that of indebtedness—another crisis—of water scarcity—looms large.
Over the past three months, five large states— Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat,
Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, and Karnataka—have declared drought
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in parts of their states, and more such announcements could occur in the
months ahead.
Less than half (48.8%) of India’s farm lands are irrigated. The rest are
perennially dependent on the vagaries of the monsoon. The economic survey
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last year estimated that climate change could reduce annual agricultural
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incomes by 15-18% on average, and up to 20-25% for unirrigated areas over
the long run .

Since 2014, investment in irrigation by state governments as well as the
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Union government has grown, driven by greater spending on irrigation
projects in seven drought-hit states: Telangana, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka,
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Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Gujarat and Rajasthan.
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All these states have suffered from droughts in at least three of the past five
years and have therefore, a comparatively higher expenditure on irrigation as
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well as higher number of projects under implementation.
However, even with the recent increased investment, the share of irrigation in
overall public sector capex spending is lower than what it was two decades ago.
Comparing spending on irrigation with other farm spending shows irrigation
does not rank very high amongst the Union government’s priorities.
While irrigation is a state subject, the centre supports state irrigation projects
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through the Pradhan MantriKrishiSinchayeeYojana (PMKSY).
However, this year’s (2018-19) budget for the flagship irrigation scheme
stands at ₹ 94.3 billion, much lower than the budgeted estimates for fertilizer
and food subsidies of ₹ 700 billion and ₹1.7 trillion, respectively. Several
studies have shown how India’s spending on food and fertilizer subsidies are
crowding out much-needed investments in irrigation .
The spending on irrigation also pales in comparison with more populist
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policy options. A nationwide farm loan waiver is expected to cost as much
as ₹ 4 trillion, while an income transfer in the vein of Telangana’s popular
RythuBandhu Scheme (RBS) is expected to have a cost implication of
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about ₹15 trillion over the next five years.
To be sure, spending on large irrigation projects may not always be very
effective given high levels of wastage and inefficient usage of water in such
projects. A more sustainable solution could be micro irrigation—smaller
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irrigation projects that serve an area of less than 2,000 hectares and use water
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conserving techniques such as drip irrigation. According to the NITI Aayog,
micro-irrigation techniques such as drip irrigation can enhance efficiency and
therefore farm productivity by over 150%.
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Micro-irrigation projects will not just help water reach more farmers but also
tackle India’s water efficiency problem. As a previous Plain Facts column had
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highlighted, India is extremely inefficient in consuming water. Globally, it
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has the largest footprint in terms of blue water (surface and groundwater)
consumption (chart 4).
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The PMKSY is trying to address this by providing micro-irrigation to farmers.
Since 2015, three million hectares of arable land have come under microirrigation projects. However, micro-irrigation coverage as a share of total
irrigated land remains below 10% nationwide.
In the major agrarian states of Punjab, Uttar Pradesh and Haryana, this share
is less than 1%.
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As India’s groundwater runs out and the threat of climate change increases,
farm incomes are likely to become even more volatile than they are now
unless there is a radical overhaul of water management practices.

Plastics to help pave 600 km of roads
The Highways Department will soon take up work to relay around 600 km
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of Other District Roads (ODR) in the State, under the Comprehensive Road
Infrastructure Development Programme (CRIDP), using shredded plastic.
The work is expected to commence in February.
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ODRs are single-lane roads with a width of 3.5 m and handle traffic of up
to 5,500 passenger car units (PCU) daily. “We don’t get much plastic and
whatever we do is sourced from self-help groups via District Collectorates
and panchayats. For laying a kilometre of ODR, we would require 7-10 tonnes
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of bitumen and 6- 8% of this is plastic. The percentage varies according to
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the rainfall in the region. This is the third year that we are relaying ODRs
using plastic,” explained a source in the department.

Another official said that in some rare cases, they have had to pay for plastic
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waste, which is usually free.

The Indian Roads Congress laid down standards for laying of roads using
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plastic waste in 2013. It has specified that the pieces should not be larger
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than 2.36 mm and dust and impurities not more than 1%.
Pros and cons
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Addition of plastic waste has its advantages as well as disadvantages.
Advantages are that the mix has a higher resistance to water-induced
damage, increased durability and improved fatigue life.
A retired chief engineer, however, cautioned that the code also specified
that PVC and black-coloured plastic waste should not be used. “Also the
temperature of the mix should be maintained below 180 degrees Celsius
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since beyond that harmful gases could be released when the plastic gets
heated,” he said.
Each year around Rs. 800 crore is spent on relaying ODRs. The cleaned
and shredded plastic is usually added to the bitumen in the hot mix plant
at a temperature of 140 degrees-175 degrees Celsius. The road using this
mix is laid at a temperature of 110 degrees-120 degrees Celsius, the official
explained.
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Indian cinema’s new address: Gulshan Mahal in Mumbai
Gulshan Mahal, the elegant 19th-century bungalow in South Mumbai, was
once known for qawwalis and cultural gatherings. Now it is all set to return
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in a new avatar — as the home of the National Museum of Indian Cinema
(NMIC).
The refurbished building of five floors and two mezzanine floors, will be opened
by Prime Minister Narendra Modi on January 19. An evacuee property, the

m
o

Peddar Road structure has been refurbished by the NBCC (India) Ltd at a
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cost of Rs. 140.61 crore.
Built in mid-1800s

Originally known as Gulshan Abad (garden of prosperity), it was built in the
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mid-1800s. It was owned by PeerbhoyKhalakdina, a Gujarati businessman
from the Khoja Muslim community. The house, where he lived with his wife
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and son, was in a wooded five-acre property between Peddar Road and
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Warden Road, overlooking the sea.

Over the years, Gulshan Mahal has been put to different uses. It has served
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as a hospital for soldiers, was a temporary campus for Jai Hind College, has
housed the Documentary Films of India and the Films Division, and been
used for film shoots like Munnabhai MBBS.
Modernised with the idea of turning the complex into a ‘film hub’, the NMIC
now has been well equipped with state-of-the-art facilities, including expansive
auditoriums and a multi-purpose hall that could be used as a movie preview
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theatre or a seminar hall.
Unconventional method
In carrying out the project, NBCC had to work in a congested area with barely
any working space. Another major constraint was restricted working hours
and regulated noise levels. The entry for heavy vehicles was also restricted
during day time. Given the challenges, NBCC opted for an unconventional
method, using pre-fabricated steel and deck sheets to form a composite
Visit aspirantforum.com for Guidance and Study Material for IAS Exam

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
structure.
“Keeping sustainability in mind, we have also incorporated amenities such as
a sewage treatment plant and a water management system, said an NBCC
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spokesperson.
The new building has four halls: on Gandhi and Cinema; Technology, Creativity
and Indian cinema; Cinema across India; and a Children’s Film Studio. The
museum will showcase a 100 years of Indian cinema, with separate sections
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for The Origin of Cinema, Cinema comes to India, Indian Silent Film and
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Advent of Sound, The Studio Era, The impact of World War II, Creative
Resonance, New Wave, and Beyond and Regional Cinema.
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History of India’s last known hippo
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Nearly 5.9 million to 9,000 years ago, India was home to the hippopotamus.

a
r
i
p

These entered Eurasia from Africa, then diversified in South Asia before
going extinct.

Now, studying a small fragmented tooth unearthed in Madhya Pradesh, an
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international team of researchers has discovered the last known specimen of
the Hippo Hexaprotodon species. However, this does not mean that it is the
last one to have lived in India.
This fossil was unearthed in 2003 by Rajeev Patnaik (Panjab University) and
Parth R. Chauhan (IISER Mohali) who spent days studying the fossiliferous
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silt near the river Narmada. “We believed that the species was older than
50,000 years and did not study it fully. Recently, I analysed the date using
accelerator mass spectroscopy (AMS) in Taiwan. It revealed that the specimen
was quite young and could possibly be among the last ones that lived in
India,” Dr. Patnaik says. Accelerator mass spectroscopy does not require a
large sample and it also has a higher precision than traditional radiocarbon
dating.
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The paper published in Quaternary International also discusses the possible
causes of the extinction. The researchers hypothesise that a “combination
of climatic stress and anthropogenic impacts” could have led to their
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extinction.
Dating studies show that this hippo lived during a “particularly dry period in
the late Quaternary” period (15,000-16,000 years ago). Severe drought in
South Asia and weak Indian monsoons might have led to the extinction.
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Researchers note that hunting, habitat alteration, ecological human
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encroachment were the reasons for species extinctions during this period in
other parts of the world. While Hexaprotodon and Homo sapiens co-existed
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for several thousand years, researchers did not find any kill sites, but they
note that this reason cannot be ruled out.
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Direct dating
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This is the only directly dated Hexaprotodon from the Indian subcontinent,
the report states. “A direct date means that the fossil bone of the animal was
used to determine the date. Usually, charcoal or shells found alongside the
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fossil are studied and this known as an indirect or associated date,” explains
Advait M. Jukar, the paper’s lead author, in an email to The Hindu. He is
from the Department of Paleobiology, National Museum of Natural History,
Smithsonian Institution.
He explains that carbon isotope analysis showed that the animal had a C4
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dominated diet. “It refers to the kinds of plants the animal was eating. The
plants leave a specific isotopic signature in the teeth of animals that eat
them... basically, these hippos were eating grasses, and grasses prefer dry,
seasonal climates.”
The report concludes that ancient DNA could provide insights into the
causes of the extinction. When asked if fossils hold DNA, Advait explained,
“DNA does degenerate as soon as the animal dies, but fragments remain,
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and in some cases, have been isolated from fossils that are a few hundred
thousand years old. ThisHexaprotodon specimen isn’t very old, so it may be
possible to extract DNA fragments.”

JANUARY 2019

VOL.53

Tamil translation wins Romain Rolland Prize
Munpintheriyathavaninvaazhkai , the Tamil translation of the French novelLa
vie d’un homme inconnu(The Life of an Unknown Man) by AndreïMakine,
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has won the prestigious Romain Rolland Prize by the French Embassy at
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Jaipur Literary Festival.

It was translated by S.R. Kichenamorti, former professor and head of the
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French Department, Pondicherry University, and published by Kalachuvadu.
Kannan Sundaram, the publisher of the book, received the award on behalf
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of the translator.
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The novel revolves around the revisit of a dissident Russian writer Shutov to
St. Petersburg after almost 30 years of exile in France after being rejected
by his lover half his age.
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He hopes to reconnect with his roots and the woman he loved in his youth,
but is disappointed as she is already married.
“It took almost 10 months for me to complete the translation. While it is easy
to translate a French novel into English because of the cultural similarities
of countries in Europe, I have had to add extra details while doing it directly
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from French to Tamil to give a clear idea to a Tamil reader,” Mr. Kichenamorti
told The Hindu .
Russian words
The admission of Geoffrey Strachan, who translated the book in English,
that the author had used some Russian words in French text which he had
retained in the English translation, further explained Mr. Kichenamorti’s
idea.
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Mr. Kichenamorti, who has been translating French literary works to Tamil
and Tamil works to French, said he was occupied with the task of rendering
into French the works of Ramalinga Vallalar. He had published an anthology
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of French short stories into English with a preface by noted Tamil writer Ki.
Rajanarayanan.
Another work was the translation of 11 Tamil short stories into French in
association with K. Madanagobalane. Mr. Kichenamorti said the prize would
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allow one month residency in Paris and the book’s publisher Mr. Sundaram
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has been invited to the Paris Book Fair.
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