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    About the ‘CRUX’

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

Best Wishes
Editorial Board
Team Aspirant Forum

   Courtesy:
   The Hindu
   Press Information Bureau (PIB)
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Report confirms crisis: experts
The National Sample Survey Office’s (NSSO) data showing a record spike 

in unemployment in 2017-18, which was published in a news report , is a 

validation of trends seen on the ground, according to labour economists, job-

seekers and workers’ representatives. The government’s failure to release 

the NSSO report was the latest sign of a complete lack of transparency 

regarding jobs data, they said.

“The NSSO findings are not surprising, but they are alarming. The trends 

of rising unemployment were already visible. Our analysis showed it was 

higher in 2015 than in 2011-12, and we expected demonetisation to have 

a harsh effect,” said Amit Basole, head of the Centre for Sustainable 

Employment at Azim Premji University in Bengaluru, and lead author of a 

report on the State of Working India, 2018.

Ms. Basole noted that the government’s decision to discontinue the NSSO’s 

five year surveys, failure to regularly release Labour Bureau data and 

delay in releasing the NSSO’s periodic labour force survey had led to “an 

atmosphere of uncertainty and confusion. Instead, the government kept 

citing job numbers based on EPFO’s payroll data and the Mudra loans, 

which are not helpful,” he said.

Post-demonetisation fall

“The data, as cited by the news report, shows that there has been a rise in 

unemployment and a decline in the labour force participation rate (LFPR) 

post demonetisation, which is in line with what we have also been saying,” 

said Mahesh Vyas, chief executive and managing director of the Centre for 

Monitoring Indian Economy (CMIE), which has done its own unemployment 

surveys.

“The LFPR is a measure of people looking for jobs. So, if this is declining 

while unemployment is growing, it means that there is a serious crisis in 
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jobs. The government has to make the data public,” added Anamitra Roy 

Chowdhury, a labour economist with the Centre for Informal Sector & Labour 

Studies at Jawaharlal Nehru University.

Thursday’s Business Standard report on the NSSO report said overall 

unemployment was at a 45-year high, with youth between the ages of 15 

and 29 facing higher rates of joblessness than others. This comes as no 

surprise to Anupam, founder of YuvaHallaBol, a movement of young job-

seekers.

“In the last couple of years, the simmering anger among educated youth has 

been clear. After demonetisation, we have seen that the labour force itself 

has shrunk,” he said, adding that urban women, who face an unemployment 

rate of 27%, are worst hit.

The informal sector employs more than 90% of the country’s workforce, 

and has witnessed a decline in available work and wages in the last two 

years, said Chandan Kumar, coordinator of the Working People’s Charter, 

an alliance of informal workers’ groups and unions. “Daily wage labourers 

say they used to get 20 days of work each month. After demonetisation, 

they get only 10 days.”

New broadcasting tariffs come into effect from today
The Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) has expressed confidence 

that the more than 170 million digital TV customers in India would not face 

any service disruption on account of the introduction of the new tariff regime 

in broadcasting from Friday.

As of Wednesday about 62% of the over 100 million cable TV consumers 

and 30% of the over 70 million DTH subscribers had registered their channel 

choices under the new tariff guidelines, TRAI Secretary S.K. Gupta told The 
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Hindu.

No disruption

He added that the regulator anticipates that there would be no disruption of 

services or blackout for viewers.

Mr. Gupta pointed out that DTH operators work on a prepaid model, hence 

they are protected under the new framework under which operators need to 

honour commitments on ongoing long-duration packs.

“For DTH platform it is not a big issue… For cable TV viewers, we have had 

discussions with MSOs and they have told us that they are working with 

various partners on ground and they expect that customers will exercise 

their option very quickly,” Mr. Gupta said.

“However, in the meantime, they are making temporary arrangements to 

ensure that no inconvenience is caused to subscribers,” he added.

Jaitley defends no mention of jobless growth in budget
NEW YORK: Union minister ArunJaitley Sunday rejected criticism of giving 

a “jobless economic growth”, saying the absence of any major social or 

political agitation in the last five years indicates government schemes have 

created employment.

In an interview to PTI, Jaitley, who is here for medical treatment, justified the 

absence of any major mention of job creation in the interim budget presented 

on 1 February, saying such budgets are different from the normal budget 

speeches as they are more like “a report card and a road map.” “Why is 

it that India, in the last five years, hasn’t seen a major social or political 

agitation? If there is no job creation, there will be discontent. Where is that 

visible?” he said.

Jaitley said it is not as if “suddenly in five years the productivity levels in India 
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have gone up that all organizations are now running with half their staff. The 

empirical evidence is to the contrary.” There is controversy over a leaked 

National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) report putting unemployment rate 

at a 45-year high in 2017-18.

Jaitley also said questions are being raised as to how GDPincreased after 

demonetization, as reflected in the revision in economic growth numbers for 

2017-18 fiscal.

“I have been asserting from day one that it (GDP) has to increase after 

demonetization. There was no settled global model on what happens 

post-demonetization, there were no studies and therefore a former Prime 

Minister (Manmohan Singh) made a statement that there will be a 2% drop. 

And everybody else accepted this as a prediction of a prophet of doom,” he 

said.

Demonetization, he said, compelled people to deposit almost their entire 

cash, or 86% of India’s currency, into banks. This meant that many cash 

transactions that previously went unrecorded for the purposes of GDP came 

on record.

“In the earlier eras, when we used to speak of parallel economy, one of the 

concerns was that the parallel economy doesn’t reflect in the GDP. Therefore, 

when all were compelled to deposit 86% of India’s currency into the banks, 

and now had to use cheques and credit cards for the future payments, the 

number of digital and banking transactions increased.” He noted that money 

deposited in banks went to mutual funds; from there they were channelled 

to non-bank financial companies (NBFCs), real estate sector, automobile 

purchase and more capital expenditure.

“Transactions now emanating from that deposited money became recordable 

transactions. The anonymity attached to the owner of cash was gone. Now 

the owner of the cash was identified,” he said.
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Jaitley, who was the finance minister when old 500 and 1,000-rupee notes 

were scrapped overnight in November 2016, said except for a quarter or a 

little more, the long-term impact of the move on GDP was visible due to the 

deposits being made in banks and more formalization of the economy.

“But since there was no global model, off-the-cuff statements were being 

taken as comfortable predictions. It was a bandwagon effect where everybody 

started speaking without thinking. And now the proof of the pudding is in the 

eating,” he said.

Jaitley said the GDP estimates are only estimates but tax collections 

are real. “Tax comes only if people earn more and spend more. If post-

demonetization, in the FY2016-17 and FY2017-18, your tax collections 

rise from 15% to 18% annually, more than the normal range, obviously this 

indicates an expansion of the economy,” he said.

India’s net GDP increase in the last five years is estimated to have averaged 

7.6%.

“That’s real GDP. The nominal GDP will be 7.6% plus inflation. This will take 

you closer to 12%. If you have a 12% annual nominal growth for five years, 

which compounded annually constitutes the fastest growth in five years in 

any global economy, forget economic principles, it defies even common 

sense of a lay citizen that a 70-75 per cent expansion in the economy 

doesn’t create a single job,” he averred.

Centre’s crackdown hits Greenpeace
Greenpeace has been forced to close two of its regional offices and 

“considerably” reduce its staff in India because of a government crackdown 

on allegedly unlawful foreign funding of NGOs.

The organisation has been campaigning on environmental issues in India 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    
National

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

for nearly two decades but has clashed in recent years with Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi’s government, which has accused the watchdog of violating 

the country’s foreign funding laws.

Greenpeace India announced  that the crackdown had forced the 

organisation to “shrink in size considerably” and close its offices in New 

Delhi and Patna.

Nearly 40 employees — one-third of its staff — across India have been 

asked to leave, a former staff member said on condition of anonymity.

Greenpeace India had its foreign funding blocked in 2015 as part of a 

nationwide crackdown on charities.

NGO denies allegations

Since coming to power in 2014, the Modi government has cancelled the 

licences of nearly 15,000 charities to receive money from abroad.

The main Greenpeace office in Bengaluru was raided by officials last year, 

and nearly a dozen of its bank accounts were frozen over alleged violation 

of rules.

The NGO has denied the allegations, and said it generates donations from 

within India.

“Greenpeace India is the collective voice of thousands of Indian donors, 

activists and volunteers,” Diya Deb, campaign director at Greenpeace India, 

said in a statement.

“The government can only freeze our accounts and shut our offices but 

Greenpeace is an idea that can never be extinguished.”

The move was “inevitable”, the former employee said , because Greenpeace 

India has been “struggling with finances after the government targeted it 

over funding”.
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Hiking MSPs distorts agri market: official
A senior Finance Ministry official has slammed a key plank of the government’s 

agriculture policy, saying that raising minimum support prices (MSP) for 

major crops causes distortions in the agriculture market. This leads to a 

vicious cycle of oversupply of such crops and a crash in market prices, said 

the official, adding that cash transfers are a better strategy than increased 

MSPs.

The Centre’s 2018 decision to hike MSPs for all major crops to 50% more 

than the cost of production is a major element of the National Democratic 

Alliance government’s strategy for the agriculture sector; it has also featured 

prominently in the BJP’s political messaging to the farming community at a 

time of agricultural distress.

In the run-up to the last Lok Sabha elections in 2014, the BJP had promised 

to hike MSPs to 1.5 times the cost of production in accordance with the 

M.S. Swaminathan Commission’s recommendations. It claimed to have 

fulfilled that promise in 2018, although there have been disputes regarding 

the formula used to calculate production costs.

The official said increasing MSPs affects cropping patterns as it becomes 

the basis for farmers to make choices on which crops to sow. In a sector 

marked by high levels of uncertainty, higher MSPs backed by guaranteed 

procurement offer the farmer a chance to significantly reduce risk.

The officialsaid farmers over-invest in such crops, leading to a vicious cycle 

of over-supply, crashing prices, and increased government intervention and 

procurement, with burgeoning stocks then leading to a further fall in prices.

Panel defers resort project at Andamans
[Important for: Programmes & Policies, Infrastructure]
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The new rules, in general, gave greater flexibility to development and 

infrastructure projects.

“...The committee observed that as the area where the premium resort is 

proposed seems to be in an ecologically very fragile and is biodiversity rich, 

a sub-committee shall undertake a site visit to assess the likely impact of 

tourism activities on the eco-system… the proposal in its present form is 

premature for its consideration for appraisal … and therefore deferred,” 

read the minutes of the meeting conducted on January 25.

Waste management

The committee also expressed “concern” over the management of solid 

waste collection, treatment and disposal. and how these would be managed 

once the project was commissioned and handed over to the managers of 

the resort.

There were similar concerns with the proposal to set up luxury tents. “About 

5.4 metric tons (MT)/month of solid waste would be generated during 

operation phase, out of which 3.2 MT would be biodegradable and 2.2 MT 

non-biodegradable,” the minutes said.

The arrival of domestic tourists in A&N islands rose from over 2.02 lakh in 

2011 to over 3.84 lakh in 2016. The inflow of foreign tourists was stagnant 

at around 15,000, according to the NITI Aayog in a presentation in August 

2018.

When the latest CRZ rules were announced in December, environmentalists 

had raised concerns that the A&N islands — already vulnerable to soil 

erosion and threat of climate change — would be further susceptible to 

environmental challenges from infrastructure development.
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Masula port to become a gateway to prosperity: CM
Chief Minister Chandrababu Naidu  said the Machilipatnam deep sea port 

targeted to be commissioned by early 2021 would become a gateway for 

the prosperity of the coast. Mr. Naidu accompanied by Navayuga group 

Chairman Ch. Visweswara Rao performed bhumi puja and launched the 

construction work by pressing a remote on the site at Manginapudi village.

The Navayuga group is developing the port that will have four berths in the 

first phase. Addressing the gathering after unveiling the pylon of the port at 

Mekavaripalem village, Mr. Naidu hoped that the port and the port-based 

development would bring the migrants from Machilipatnam back to their 

homeland.

“The district headquarters of Machilipatnam witnessed a sharp decline in the 

population compared to any other in the country. The government trusts that 

the Navayuga group will complete the port construction within the deadline,” 

said Mr. Naidu. “I am pinning hopes that I will inaugurate the port. It will 

also help in the development of Amaravati, being close to it. Telangana, 

Chhattisgarh and Maharashtra will also benefit.” Mr. Naidu cautioned the 

farmers in the port region not to fall prey to the Opposition party’s protests. 

“The YSRCP will now come to you [farmers], instigating to launch protests 

citing pollution and other issues with the motto of creating hurdle in the 

construction of the project.”

Remove illegal power lines in Kawal tiger reserve: HC
Exhorting all government wings concerned to make concerted efforts for 

wildlife conservation, Telangana High Court  passed a slew of directions 

including removal of all unauthorised power lines in Kawal Tiger Reserve 

which is spread over northern parts of the State.
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A Division Bench comprising Chief Justice Thottathil B. Radhakrishnan 

and Justice A. Rajasheker Reddy directed the government to enforce all 

laws vigorously to ensure tigers and other animals were protected in Kawal 

reserve and elsewhere in the State. Two days ago, the Bench directed 

personal appearance of top forest officials seeking to know from them the 

measures for wildlife conservation after activist Diya Sur filed a PIL on the 

matter.

Along with Kawal Tiger Reserve Field Director Sharvanand, Principal Chief 

Conservator of Forests P.K. Jha appeared before the Bench. As the CJ 

enquired about the problems being faced by them, Mr. Sharvanand said 

unauthorised usages of electric fences by people were resulting in animal 

deaths.

The CJ instructed Telangana State Northern Power Distribution Company 

Limited officials to immediately remove all such connections in the tiger 

reserve. He also instructed them to use aerial bundled (AB) cables for better 

insulation of power lines in forest areas.

Unified command

He ordered that a unified command be created, assigning the responsibility 

of saving tigers to one field officer for better management. The Bench 

said the State forest officials can take help of National Tiger Conservation 

Authority for any technical or financial support.

Assistant Solicitor General K. Lakshman said the Centre was ready to 

extend financial and technical support to the State for saving tigers. Already, 

the Centre has sanctioned funds and consented to give firearms to forest 

officials. The officials presented to the Bench that separate Special Tiger 

Protection Forces for Amrabad and Kawal reserves were being created. 

Members of these forces would be provided with firearms.

Special committee
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The Bench directed that a special committee be constituted with officials 

from Forest, Excise, Police and Electricity wings to inspect forest areas and 

suggest measures for conservation of flora and fauna. It instructed them to 

file separate affidavits within three weeks on the matter.

The petitioner’s counsel S. Niranjan Reddy suggested a series of successful 

initiatives taken up in different parts of the country to check tiger poaching. He 

cited the example of authorities in Kanha tiger reserve in Madhya Pradesh 

using drones for keeping an eye on the movements of poachers.

Debt MFs may benefit from relaxed FPI norms
The Reserve Bank of India has relaxed the provision that barred foreign 

portfolio investors (FPIs) from having more than 20% exposure of their total 

corporate bond portfolio towards a single corporate entity.

The relaxation comes nearly 10 months after the cap was first put in place in 

April last year wherein it was mandated that FPI investment in a bond issue 

could not be more than 50% of the issue, while capping single corporate 

exposure of overseas investors at 20%.

“While the provision was aimed at incentivising FPIs to maintain a portfolio of 

assets, further market feedback indicates that FPIs have been constrained 

by this stipulation,” stated the RBI release.

“In order to encourage a wider spectrum of investors to access the Indian 

corporate debt market, it is now proposed to withdraw this provision. A 

circular to this effect will be issued by mid-February, 2019,” it added.

Market participants have welcomed the relaxation and believe that not only 

FPIs but debt mutual funds would also benefit from the move.

“Thanks to the regulator, the short end of the curve will see greater 

participation from FPIs now across both corporate bonds as well as G-secs,” 
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said GautamKalia, head — investment products, Sharekhan. “This should 

translate to greater liquidity in the debt market and is overall good news 

for the debt mutual fund investors who have earned lower than expected 

returns and has been plagued with downgrades and negative news flow on 

securities held by some debt mutual fund schemes. With greater scope of 

participation by FPIs and higher liquidity, mutual funds can better cater to 

the needs of the retail investor now,” he added.

New rule to increase capital flows to NBFCs
In a move to improve liquidity flow to non-banking financial companies 

(NBFCs) in the country, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI)  announced that 

banks assign differential risk-weights to their exposures to NBFCs, based on 

ratings assigned by credit rating agencies, as against the existing practice 

of a uniform risk weight of 100%.

Prevailing regulations require uniform 100% risk weights on bank exposure 

to rated, as well as unrated, systemically important NBFCs that don’t 

take deposits. The move will not only free up capital for banks for further 

lending—both directly and indirectly—but will also help reduce borrowing 

costs for well-rated NBFCs, which have been grappling with a systemic 

liquidity crisis triggered by a series of defaults by Infrastructure Lease and 

Financial Services Ltd (IL&and its subsidiaries. FS),

The alignment of risk weights with credit ratings will “facilitate credit flow to 

better-rated NBFCs, lower the cost of bank borrowings for NBFCs and for 

the end users, particularly the borrowers of micro finance institutions,” RBI 

governor Shaktikanta Das said, while addressing the press.

“PSU banks have been keen to lend to highly rated housing finance companies 

and asset finance companies due to the benefit of lower risk weights, but 
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were not too keen to lend to even highly-rated loan companies due to 100% 

risk weight,” said RenuSudKarnad, managing director, HDFC Ltd. The 

relaxation will also make banks more amenable to lend to NBFCs.

While it is not clear yet if the new guidelines will be applicable retrospectively 

as well, or fresh loans alone, the move is likely to free up around ₹15,000 

crore worth of capital for banks, said Karthik Srinivasan, group head, financial 

sector ratings, ICRA Ltd. “In a way this (alignment of risk weights with credit 

ratings for NBFCs) is indirect capitalization of banks.”

Guidelines pertaining to risk weights for bank exposures to NBFCs will be 

released by the end of February. The regulator also clarified that the risk 

weight for core investment companies will continue to remain 100%.

“So far, banks were given flexibility to assign risk weights for only a few 

categories of NBFCs, such as asset finance companies and housing 

finance companies. In my view, this needed correction. A firm financing 

SMEs is as important as a firm financing car, as both are critical to growth. 

The move to bring all NBFCs and corporates at par, in terms of how risk 

weights are assigned, is a huge positive,” said Sumit Bali, chief executive, 

IIFL Finance.

Bali added that the flexibility provided will also allow banks to improve their 

return on capital and pass on the benefits to borrowers as lesser capital will 

have to be set aside against the loans to NBFCs.

Although bank lending to NBFCs during the first half of 2018 remained 

robust, the IL&FS crisis in September dried up bank lending, forcing NBFCs 

to scout for alternate sources of funding, like non-convertible debentures.

The central bank also said that it will be merging three categories of NBFCs—

asset finance companies, loan companies and investment companies—into 

a single category, namely NBFC investment and credit company, in line with 

its efforts to harmonize various classes of NBFCs, and the regulations for 
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the sector on the whole.

“There are too many categories of NBFCs currently and every time the 

regulator comes out with some policy changes, they get applied only to 

some categories of NBFCs and others are left out. So harmonization will 

help in getting the policies applied uniformly across various categories,” 

said Karnad of HDFC.

The three categories cover nearly 99% of the NBFCs by number. “The 

Reserve Bank is committed to such harmonization and to move towards 

activity-based regulation replacing the current entity-based regulation for the 

NBFC sector…The proposed merger of existing categories would reduce to 

a large extent the complexities arising from multiple categories and also 

provide the NBFCs greater flexibility in their operations,” the regulator stated 

in the press release.

Govt. grants divisional status to Ladakh
Jammu and Kashmir Governor Satya Pal Malik  granted Ladakh a divisional 

status, thus creating three administrative units of Jammu, Kashmir and 

Ladakh in the State.

“The J&K government has approved the creation of a separate administrative 

and revenue division for Ladakh. It will comprise Leh and Kargil districts, 

with headquarters at Leh,” said a government order.

Earlier, Ladakh was a part of the Kashmir division. A section in Leh has 

been demanding Union Territory status and it was backed by the BJP.

Biggest division

The move leaves the Kashmir valley geographically the smallest division at 

15,948 sq. km, Jammu division at 26,293 sq. km and Ladakh, the biggest 

division, at 86,909 sq. km.
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Ladakh will now get its own Divisional Commissioner and Inspector General 

of Police. “During the winter months, the entire Ladakh region remains 

cut-off from the rest of the country for almost six months. The remoteness 

and inaccessibility of the area makes it eligible for establishing a separate 

division,” said the government order.

Ladakh’sKargil and Leh districts already have separate hill development 

councils for local administrative powers.

The Governor’s decision has fuelled demands for similar status to PirPanjal 

and Chenab Valley regions.

“If the people of J&K repose faith in the National Conference in 2019, our 

government will grant divisional status to Chenab Valley and PirPanjal 

regions,” said NC vice-president and former CM Omar Abdullah.

PDP president and former CM Mehbooba Mufti said: “The process of 

decentralisation of administrative control is good, though Ladakh already 

has hill development councils. However, we are forced to question the intent 

behind it. Chenab Valley and PirPanjal regions should not and cannot be 

ignored because of underdevelopment in these areas,” said Ms. Mufti.

Push for generous rehab scheme for Naga cadres
A Parliamentary panel has recommended the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) 

prepare a detailed and generous rehabilitation-cum-settlement scheme for 

the cadres of National Socialist Council of Nagaland (Isak-Muivah), the 

group that signed a Naga Framework Agreement with the Centre in 2015.

The panel also wondered at the delay in concluding the Naga peace talks 

“when all other stakeholders other than the Government appear to be eager 

to conclude it.” Any further delay may harm the progress achieved in the last 

few years, it said.
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The panel headed by Congress leader P. Chidambaram submitted the 219th 

report to the department related Standing Committee on Home Affairs in the 

Rajya Sabha on February 7.

‘Stay prepared’

“NSCN (IM), being the largest group in the entire region, would have 

thousands of cadres who must be adequately settled to make the agreement 

successful and to prevent the emergence of any splinter groups…. the 

government should, nevertheless, stay prepared for any scenario that may 

emerge in the aftermath of this agreement, and keep security forces on the 

alert,” the panel said in its report.

After signing a Framework Agreement with the NSCN-IM, the largest group 

representing the Nagas, the Centre signed a preamble in November 2017 

with six Naga National Political Groups (NNPGs) to hold discussions to find 

a solution to the issue lingering on for decades.

The NSCN-IM has been fighting for ‘Greater Nagaland’ or Nagalim — it 

wants to extend Nagaland’s borders by including Naga-dominated areas in 

neighbouring Assam, Manipur and Arunachal Pradesh, to unite 1.2 million 

Nagas.

With sector in trouble, solar players’ hopes singed in 
Budget
The energy sector’s reactions to the Interim Budget have been a mixed bag, 

with solar sector players expressing disappointment that nothing concrete 

was announced for them at a time when the sector is floundering, and energy 

storage players welcoming the steps taken to make imports cheaper. Those 

in the hydrocarbon space welcomed the government’s intent to continue 

with the push for the UjjwalaYojana and increasing exploration.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    
National

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

“The budget articulates continued focus on renewable energy, rural 

electrification and energy efficiency,” Kameswara Rao, leader — energy, 

utilities and mining at PwC India, said. “This continuity and commitment is 

the key for a capital-intensive sector and, now with a rapidly growing retail 

demand, the sector could experience renewed growth.”

“We appreciate the government’s focus on cleaner fuel through the provision 

of eight crore LPG connections to all rural households,” Nitin Prasad, 

chairman, Shell Companies in India, said. He also highlighted the policy 

prescription set by the Budget towards increasing hydrocarbon production 

and promotes biofuels.

The government has allotted Rs. 2,479.9 crore for grid-connected solar 

power in 2019-20, up from the Rs. 2,157.24 crore in the revised estimates 

of 2018-19.

Wind energy, however, saw allocation fall to Rs. 720 crore from Rs. 950 

crore over the same period. Notably, although there is a budgetary sub-

heading for energy storage, no allocations have been made in that category 

in the last three years.

“India aims to achieve 227 GW of energy from renewable sources and nearly 

113 GW through solar power,” SidharthaVermani, senior director, Smart 

Power India, said. “However, achieving this goal is not possible yet. While 

the government can increase funds to promote renewable energy, such 

allocations will always be very limited and short of investment targets.”

Rebates on solar loans

“For the second year in a row, solar was a no-show at the 2019 Interim 

Union Budget, apart from a sole mention about the installed solar generation 

capacity addition in the past five years,” GaganVermani, CEO & Founder, 

Mysun said. “While prices for solar have continued to drop over the last year, 

it’s the lack of financing for solar projects that have hit the industry hard. And 
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this year’s Budget has missed addressing that yet again. We have been 

demanding solar loans to be treated like home loans, as an instrument for 

individuals to claim a tax rebate,” he added. “But it seems like the industry 

will have to wait for that.”

While the electric vehicles sector found mention in the Budget speech in 

terms of intent, it stood distinct in that customs duties for imported parts 

were slashed two days before the Budget.

“Announcements of tax rebates on import of electric vehicles technology, 

including batteries and motors ranging from 10-25%, and incentives for 

local battery manufacturing will speed up the EV revolution,” said Rahul 

Walawalkar, president, India Energy Storage Alliance.

Seawater desalination plant gets clearance
The Expert Appraisal Committee for Projects related to Coastal Regulation 

Zone (CRZ) of the Union Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate 

Change has recommended CRZ clearance to the State’s first reverse 

osmosis-based seawater desalination plant proposed by MRPL.

The committee in its 207th meeting on January 25 said that the clearance 

is subject to MRPL removing temporary structures within one month of 

completing the work.

Rs. 55,548 cr. revised estimate of Polavaram Project 
approved
The Technical Advisory Committee (TAC) of the Central Water Commission 

(CWC) approved the Polavaram Project revised cost estimates (RCE) of 

Rs. 55,548 crore in New Delhi. The TAC under the chairmanship of U.P. 

Singh approved the second detailed project report (DPR-2) at the 2017-18 
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price level.

Polavaram Project Chief Engineer Sridhar Veeramachineni told The 

Hindu that the cost of the project was estimated to be Rs. 16,010.45 crore 

at the 2010-11 level and the State government had submitted a revised 

estimate of Rs. 57,940.86 crore at 2013-14 level. The TAC however 

approved the 2017-18 level. The estimate will now have to be approved by 

the Union Finance Ministry and sent to the Union Cabinet for final approval. 

The approval by the TAC is supposed to be the most crucial. The delay in 

approval of the RCE has cost Andhra Pradesh dearly with the State spending 

Rs. 3,866.79 crore in advance.

The delay in the TAC clearing the revised cost estimate became a major 

bone of contention between the Centre and the State among several other 

things. State Water Resources Minister DevineniUmamaheswara Rao said 

the RCE at 2013-14 price level was submitted to the Centre in April 2014 

itself.

The TAC approving the RCE on the very day Chief Minister Chandrababu 

Naidu staged a dharna in New Delhi is being seen as a “strange coincidence” 

by observers. Mr. Naidu last week made a mention in the Assembly of the 

delay in the RCE approval and said he would highlight it in the New Delhi 

dharna.

Bhupen’s Bharat Ratna tied to Bill
Tez Hazarika, the U.S.-based son of music maestro Bhupen Hazarika, has 

said that accepting or rejecting the Bharat Ratna, India’s highest civilian 

award bestowed posthumously on his father, depends on “how the Centre 

moves” on the issue of the Citizenship (Amendment) Bill, 2016.

Assam and the other northeastern States are opposed to the Bill that seeks 
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to fast-track the process of granting citizenship to non-Muslims who took 

refuge in India after fleeing religious persecution in Afghanistan, Bangladesh, 

and Pakistan up to December 31, 2014.

The Bill was passed in the Lok Sabha in January and awaits its fate in the 

Rajya Sabha.

“I believe that my father’s name and words are being invoked and celebrated 

publicly while plans are afoot to pass a painfully unpopular Bill regarding 

citizenship that is actually undermining his documented position. It would, 

in reality, be in direct opposition to what Bupenda believed in his heart of 

hearts,” Mr. Haziraka said in a statement, a copy of which was received 

by The Hindu .

“For his fans — a vast majority of people of the Northeast — and India’s 

great diversity including all indigenous populations of India, he would never 

have endorsed what appears, quite transparently, to be an underhanded 

way of pushing a law against the will and benefit of the majority in a manner 

that also seems to be grossly unconstitutional, undemocratic and un-Indian,” 

he said.

Big question

He said many have been asking whether or not he would accept the Bharat 

Ratna for his father.

“I have not received any invitation so far (so) there is nothing to reject, and 

how the Centre moves on this matter (Bill) far outweighs in importance the 

awarding and receiving of such national recognition — a display of short-

lived cheap thrills,” he said.

Padma Shri returned

A few days ago, Manipur-based film-maker and music composer 

AribamShyam Sharma decided to return his 2006 Padma Shri award in 

protest against the Bharatiya Janata Party-led NDA’s bid to have the Bill 
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passed in Parliament.

Before him, a majority of survivors of the martyrs of the Assam Agitation 

(1979-85) had returned the mementos awarded by the BJP-led coalition 

government in the State in 2016.

Voters want more women in LS: survey
More than 82% voters want more women in the next Lok Sabha, according 

to a survey by a citizen’s collective called Shakti.

The survey was conducted among 10 lakh voters across 24 States on a 

mobile application called Neta app. The application has more than two crore 

verified users and covers all 543 parliamentary constituencies.

The users were posed one simple question — Do you want more women in 

Lok Sabha 2019? And, in response as many as 82.2% of participants voted 

‘yes.’ The finding was shared at an event here.

“Only 1.4% of independent candidates get elected. Therefore, it is important 

to focus on political parties and put pressure on them so that more women 

leaders stand for elections. We have seen from data from the Election 

Commission of India that more women get voted than men, but we needed 

to know whether voters were willing to elect women leaders and that’s the 

question we asked in our survey,” said Tara Krishnaswamy, co-convener, 

of Shakti. The collective was set up in December last year to promote 

participation of women in politics.

Shutdown over Article 35A paralyses Valley
Normal life was paralysed in the Kashmir Valley  due to a shutdown called 

by separatists in anticipation of the petitions challenging Article 35A coming 

up before the Supreme Court for hearing.
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All shops and markets remained closed and government offices registered 

a very thin attendance. There were very few private vehicles plying on the 

roads. Security was tightened across the State.

Separatist amalgam Joint Resistance Leadership, comprising Syed Ali 

Geelani, Mirwaiz Umar Farooq and Yasin Malik and several civil society 

groups, had called for a two-day shutdown over the issue.

“It is imperative to register a strong protest against any change in the 

demography of the State by rolling back hereditary State subject laws of 

1927,” said the separatists in a joint statement.

The JRL has, however, called off the strike for February 14. “Senior lawyers 

of the Kashmir Bar Association are closely monitoring the case in the 

Supreme Court,” said a JRL spokesman.

State govt. plea

The J&K government, which is under President’s Rule, has submitted an 

application before the court and sought adjournment.

“The J&K government will be seeking adjournment since there is presently 

no elected government in J&K. The present matter involves a sensitive 

issue regarding a challenge to Article 35A of the Constitution of India,” said 

M. ShoebAlam, J&K’s standing counsel in the Supreme Court.

The Article 35A, which was incorporated in the Constitution by a 1954 

Presidential order, accords special rights and privileges to the citizens of 

Jammu and Kashmir and bars people from outside from acquiring any 

immovable property in the State.

CAG pulls up IAF for helicopter deal
The Comptroller and Auditor General in its report has pulled up the Indian 

Air Force (IAF) for framing its service specifications in the tenders for heavy 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    
National

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

lift and attack helicopters to suit “products of a particular vendor.” The IAF 

had chosen Chinook and Apache helicopters of Boeing from an evaluation 

process. The deliveries will begin this year.

The CAG also found in the audit that for the Apache attack helicopters, the 

United States government was supplying missiles from their stock whose 

“normal life of 10 years has expired.”

“Audit noted that in case of acquisition of Apache Attack Helicopters and 

Chinook Heavy Lift Helicopters, the Air Staff Qualitative Requirements 

(ASQR) was aligned to products of a particular vendor,” the federal auditor 

said in the report tabled in the Parliament.

The report noted that IAF drafted the ASQR by copying the technical 

specifications of products available in the market and also based on inputs 

provided by vendors in response to Request for Information issued to 

them.

Under the $3 bn deal in September 2015, India had contracted 22 AH-64E 

Apache attack helicopters and 15 CH-47F Chinook heavy-lift helicopters 

from Boeing through the U.S. Foreign Military Sales programme. Deliveries 

are set to commence later this year and completed by mid-2020.

As per specifications, the rockets and missiles for the Apache helicopters 

should have a minimum life of 10 years extendable to 20 years. The missiles 

were to be delivered in 2018. “Thus Ministry had procured missiles which 

were 14 to 16-year-old at the time of delivery,” the report stated.

Wholesale inflation eases to 10-month low of 2.76%
Wholesale inflation eased to a 10-month low of 2.76% in January due largely 

to cooling fuel prices, official data showed.

Growth in the Wholesale Price Index (WPI) fell for the third consecutive 
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month in January from 5.54% in October 2018, 4.47% in November, and 

3.8% in December. Within the overall index, the primary articles category 

saw inflation quickening to 3.54% in January from 2.28% in December 

2018.

Inflation in the crude petroleum and natural gas segment slowed sharply 

in January to a one-year low of 3.87% from 16.8% in December. Similarly, 

inflation in the fuel and power segment slowed to a 27-month low of 1.85% 

in January, driven in large part by the fact that the mineral oils segment also 

saw inflation slowing to a 27-month low of 0.11%.

Wholesale inflation in the food segment quickened to a one-year high of 

2.34% in January from a contraction of 0.07% in December 2018. Inflation 

in the overall food group — a combination of wholesale food as well as 

manufactured food — also quickened to 1.84% in January, a 13-month 

high.

Inter-State frictions are back in the Northeast
Inter-State frictions have resurfaced in the northeast after a show of unity 

by the region’s constituent States over the Citizenship (Amendment) Bill, 

2016.

Less than 24 hours after the Centre’s failure in getting the Bill passed in 

Rajya Sabha triggered celebrations across the north-eastern States, several 

people, including women, were injured during a clash between the Assam 

police and people of Umwali village in Meghalaya.

The village is near Langpih, a disputed place on the Assam-Meghalaya 

border, about 40 km west of Guwahati. While Assam says the village is in 

the State’s Kamrup district, Meghalaya claims it falls in its West Khasi Hills 

district.
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Official speak

“The villagers pelted stones at us when we objected to the clearing of a 

patch of forest for electrification work. Some of our men sustained injuries,” 

an official in the Assam police outpost at Langpih said, adding that they 

arrested two people.

But P. Syiemiong, the headman of Umwali, claimed the assault by the 

Assam police was unprovoked. The Khasi Students’ Union, which had joined 

hands with its Assam counterpart to fight the Citizenship Bill, condemned 

the action of the police and demanded compensation for the Meghalaya 

villagers assaulted.

On the eastern edge of Assam, almost horizontally across the point where 

Langpih is situated, economic blockades by Assam-based ethnic bodies 

less than a fortnight ago began haunting the tribes of Arunachal Pradesh 

again.

For ST status

Organisations of six communities — Adivasi, Deori, Gorkha, Moran, Mising, 

and SonowalKachari — mostly inhabiting eastern Assam, have been 

demanding Scheduled Tribe status for their brethren living in pockets of 

Arunachal Pradesh. The demand gathered steam after Arunachal Pradesh 

Chief Minister Pema Khandu and Deputy Chief Minister Chowna Mein made 

an assurance last year.

While these organisations have threatened to relaunch their agitation after a 

brief lull, the indigenous communities in Arunachal Pradesh want the State 

government to “forget the plan”. Tribe and district-specific constituents of All 

Arunachal Pradesh Students’ Union (AAPSU) have also gone against their 

parent organisation for “keeping quiet” on the issue.
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It’s a 28-station metro route to airport
If deadlines are met and all goes well, in four years the Namma Metro line 

to Kempegowda International Airport (KIA) will snake through the centre of 

the city and cover a distance of 55 km.

It will originate at Central Silk Board and cross two interchange metro 

stations at K.R. Puram and Nagawara. There will be halts at 28 stations 

before reaching the KIA campus, where there will be two stations.

BMRCL has set 2023 as the deadline for the route to be opened to the public. 

Managing director Ajay Seth said that 13 stations will come up between 

Central Silk Board and K.R. Puram [under phase II A] and 17 between K.R. 

Puram and KIA via Hebbal (under phase IIB).

“On the extended line — from K.R. Puram to Hebbal — the distance between 

every station will be 1.4 km. After Kogilu Cross, the number of stations will 

come down with an average distance of 4 km between each of them,” said 

Mr. Seth. K.R. Puram to Hebbal stretch was initially part of phase III project 

of BMRCL, but it has been advanced and the BMRCL will take up the project 

under phase II B.

Before entering the KIA campus, the train will halt at Trumpet interchange. 

“This will help people travelling towards Devanahalli and beyond,” he added. 

BMRCL will spend Rs. 16,579 crore to build this elevated line.

A few weeks ago, the State Cabinet had given its approval for extending 

the metro line from K.R. Puram to KIA. The BMRCL is all set to prepare 

a detailed project report. Thereafter, the Centre will be approached for 

approvals, said officials.

Bhopal to host Indian History Congress
After SavitribaiPhule Pune University allegedly backed out, the Congress 
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government in Madhya Pradesh has decided to host the 79th Indian History 

Congress here beginning February 26, an IHC official said .

The 79th session was earlier supposed to be held at the SPPU from 

December 28.

‘Financial reasons’

“However, it was cancelled by the local hosts apparently due to financial 

reasons,” said IHC secretary Mahalakshmi Ramakrishnan.

She was speaking at a joint press conference with Madhya Pradesh Public 

Relations Minister P.C. Sharma.

“As an organisation, this cancellation was unprecedented in the history as 

the only time we had not held the congress session was in times of national 

need like ‘Quit India’ movement in 1942 and the wars in 1962 and 1971,” 

Prof. Ramakrishnan said.

“In the moment of crisis, the Madhya Pradesh government has come forward 

to support the IHC. Bhopal’s Barkatullah University will be hosting it at such 

a short notice,” she said.

Prof. Ramakrishnan, however, evaded a reply when asked if there was any 

political reason behind the Pune University’s refusal to host the IHC.

SavitribaiPhule Pune University had then said that the session had been 

“postponed until further notice”. The varsity had drawn flak over the 

decision.

Over 1,000 delegates, including prominent historians, are expected to 

participate in the IHC in Bhopal, Prof. Ramakrishnan said.

7 islands in Andamans, Lakshadweep identified for seaplane 
operations
Four islands in the Andamans and three in Lakshadweep have been identified 
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for seaplane operations, while private sector participation has been invited 

for tourism-based projects, the Home Ministry said .

The 5th meeting of the Island Development Agency, chaired by Home 

Minister Rajnath Singh, also reviewed the progress made towards the 

programme ‘Holistic development of islands’.

Swaraj Dweep, Shaheed Dweep, Hutbay and Long Island in Andaman and 

Nicobar Islands and Kavaratti, Agatti and Minicoy in Lakshadweep have 

been identified for seaplane operations.

Key infrastructure projects such as operationalisation of the Diglipur 

airport for civilian aircraft and the construction of a new airport on Minicoy 

Island have been accorded high priority by the government, while Coastal 

Regulation Zone clearance (CRZ) has been accorded for ‘Middle Strait 

Bridge’ on Andaman Trunk Road.

Bids for private sector participation in three tourism-based projects have 

already been invited by the Andaman & Nicobar Administration. They 

include eco-tourism projects on Smith Island and Long Island and a tent city 

project on Aves Island. Bids will be invited shortly for one more project on 

Neil Island.

Three projects in Lakshadweep have been identified for issue of bids. 

These include tourism projects in the islands of Kadmat, Minicoy and 

SuheliCheriyakara. Environmental Clearance (EC), CRZ clearance and all 

other clearances required for these projects are being obtained upfront, on 

priority, to attract more number of reputed bidders, the statement said.

The Ministry of Commerce has issued a notification extending tax incentives 

for investments made in the manufacturing and service sector in the islands 

of Andaman and Nicobar and Lakshadweep.

In order to sustainably utilise the potential of Tuna fish, 10 deep-sea modern 

fishing vessels are being procured by the Lakshadweep administration from 
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Cochin Shipyard Limited.

The Home Minister expressed satisfaction at the progress made since 

the last meeting held on June 30, 2018, when directions were given to 

focus on creation of recreational facilities along with tourism infrastructure, 

implementation of renewable energy projects, incentives for Micro, Small 

and Medium Enterprises and the development of a film city.

Centre clears Regional Rapid Transport System
The government  approved the construction of a Rs. 30,274 crore Regional 

Rapid Transport System (RRTS) to connect the national capital with Meerut 

through Ghaziabad.

According to the government, the 82 km-stretch will be covered in less than 

60 minutes by high-speed and green public transit.

The approval was given at a Cabinet meeting chaired by Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi.

The RRTS is a first-of-its-kind, rail-based, high-speed regional transit system 

to be implemented in India.

Once operational, it will be the fastest, most comfortable and safest mode 

of commuter transport in the National Capital Region (NCR).

Tejas, world’s lightest fighter, is ‘battle ready’
Mark I (MkI) Tejas, the Light Combat Aircraft (LCA) designed and developed 

in India overcame its last hurdle by finally bagging what is called the FOC 

certification.

The FOC or final operational clearance, coming on the first day of Aero India 

2019, certifies that the world’s lightest fighter plane is “ready for battle.”

As its stakeholders stood in front of an LCA prototype, endorsements of the 
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LCA’s fire power came in from none other than its prospective user — the 

Chief of Air Staff, Air Chief Marshal Birendra Singh Dhanoa — who said, “It 

is ready, it behaved like a true fighter. This is the proof of the pudding.” The 

Indian Air Force (IAF) would look beyond MkI, too.

Defence Secretary Sanjay Mitra hoped that the LCA-MkI would soon be 

inducted into the IAF.

Ready to start

Hindustan Aeronautics Limited (HAL) is also ready to start producing 16 

LCAs in the improved FOC version, HAL Chairman and Managing Director 

(C&MD) R.Madhavan said. The first 16 are almost fully delivered.

With an LCA prototype in the background, Secretary, Defence R&D, Dr. G. 

Satheesh Reddy, declared the aircraft FOC compliant.

Labour Bureau files MUDRA job report
The Labour Bureau has completed its survey on employment generated by 

the MUDRA loan scheme, giving the Centre a potential data tool to combat 

other reports showing a dismal scenario on jobs.

“We have completed the survey and submitted the report to the Labour 

Ministry,” said a senior Labour Bureau official, speaking on condition of 

anonymity.

“It is awaiting the Minister’s approval now… it is likely to be released in the 

first week of March,” the official said, declining to comment on the survey’s 

findings.

The Pradhan Mantri Mudra Yojana was introduced in April 2015 as an effort 

to extend affordable credit to micro and small enterprises. Loans up to Rs. 

10 lakh are extended to these non-corporate, non-farm enterprises by the 

Micro Units Development and Refinance Agency (MUDRA) through last-
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mile financial institutions. So far, 15.56 crore loans worth a total of Rs. 7.23 

lakh crore have been disbursed.

Before stepping down as vice chairman of NitiAayog in August 2017, Arvind 

Panagariya, had submitted a report on the recommendations of a task force 

he had chaired on improving jobs data.

One recommendation was to analyse the extent of employment and self-

employment generated by MUDRA loans.

In December 2017, faced with mounting criticism on the failure to create job 

opportunities, the Labour Ministry had asked the Labour Bureau to initiate 

the survey on jobs created through the MUDRA scheme.

NSSO survey

The Labour Bureau’s completed report on MUDRA loans has now been 

submitted to the Centre at a time when it is taking flak for not releasing the 

results of the National Sample Survey Organisation’s periodic labour force 

survey.

According to reports, a leaked copy of the NSSO’s findings showed that 

unemployment hit a 45-year high of 6.1% in 2017-18.

Central government ministers and officials have already attempted to use 

the MUDRA scheme’s performance to combat criticism based on the leaked 

NSSO job survey report.

Some economists, however, have advised caution in the interpretation of 

MUDRA data, especially as it relates to jobs.

“Every new loan certainly doesn’t imply creation of a new job,” ICRIER fellow 

Radhicka Kapoor, wrote in a working paper titled ‘Waiting for Jobs’.

“It is improbable that these loans are being given to those who were formerly 

unemployed. They are more likely being given to people who are moving to 

self-employment from other jobs resulting in no new net job creation.”

Further, she asserted: “Given that the average size of the loan disbursed 
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under MUDRA is quite small, it is unlikely that the loan seekers are providing 

a job to anyone other than themselves.”

Nagaland Assembly rejects citizenship Bill
The Nagaland Assembly has passed a resolution rejecting the contentious 

Citizenship (Amendment) Bill, amid a walkout by 26 Opposition MLAs.

The resolution, passed, denounced the proposed Bill stating that it cannot 

be implemented in Nagaland as it will impact the “unique history and status 

of the Nagas under the Constitution”. It was moved by Chief Minister 

NeiphiuRio.

Solidarity with States

The resolution also expressed solidarity with the States and communities 

of the Northeast in opposing the Bill, as it has the potential of “changing the 

demographic profile, which will be against the interest of indigenous tribes 

and can divest them of their constitutionally guaranteed political, cultural 

and economic rights”.

The opposition MLAs, however, walked out of the Assembly, saying they 

would not support the resolution in its present form.

The Citizenship (Amendment) Bill, passed in Lok Sabha on January 8, 

seeks to provide citizenship to non-Muslims from Bangladesh, Pakistan and 

Afghanistan after six years of residence in India.
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RBI lifts curbs on three PSBs
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has decided to allow three public sector 

banks — Bank of India, Bank of Maharashtra and Oriental Bank of Commerce 

— to exit the PCA framework following capital infusion by the government 

and a decline in net non-performing asset ratio.

The RBI, which conducted a review following a demand made by government 

to lift the restrictions in order to boost credit growth, said, “it was noted that a 

few banks are not in breach of the PCA (Prompt Corrective Action) parameters 

as per their published results for the quarter ending December 2018, except 

for return on assets (RoA).”

“However, though the RoA continues to be negative, the same is reflected in 

the capital adequacy indicator,” it added.

The PCA framework is triggered when a bank breaches one of the three risk 

thresholds, and crossing 6% net NPAs is one of them.

Higher provisioning

Bank of India had made significant higher provisioning during the third 

quarter which saw net NPA ratio declining to 5.87% from 10.29% a year ago. 

Similarly, Bank of Maharashtra brought down its net NPA ratio to 5.91% from 

12.17%. Both the banks reported heavy losses in the third quarter.

OBC, which had made Rs. 145 crore net profit in the third quarter, reported 

net NPA ratio of 7.15% at the end of the October-December quarter. RBI 

justified its action by saying “though the net NPA ratio was 7.15%, as per the 

published results of third quarter, the government has since infused sufficient 

capital and bank has brought the net NPA ratio to less than 6%.” Earlier in the 

day, OBC had informed the exchanges about capital infusion of Rs. 1,186 

crore by the government.

“Hence, it has been decided to remove the restrictions placed on Oriental 

Bank of Commerce under PCA framework subject to certain conditions and 
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close monitoring,” the RBI said.

Goyal unveils Vision 2030, highlighting 10 dimensions
Presenting the Interim Budget, Finance Minister Piyush Goyal  laid out 

the government’s vision for India in 2030, highlighting “10 most important 

dimensions.”

“Our India of 2030 will have a proactive and responsible bureaucracy which will 

be viewed as friendly to people. With ten-dimensional vision, we will create an 

India where poverty, malnutrition, littering and illiteracy would be a matter of 

the past. India would be a modern, technology-driven, high growth, equitable 

and transparent society,” Mr. Goyal asserted.

Stating that India aspires to become a $10-trillion economy in the next eight 

years, he said the first dimension or point of this vision is to build physical as 

well as social infrastructure for a $10-trillion economy and facilitate ease of 

living.

“On the social infrastructure side, every family will have a roof on its head and 

will live in a healthy, clean and wholesome environment.”

Digital India

While the second dimension of “our vision” is to create a Digital India, making 

India a pollution-free nation is the third point which will be driven by electric 

vehicles and renewables.

“Expanding rural industrialisation using modern digital technologies to generate 

massive employment is the fourth dimension of our vision,” he said. This will 

be built upon this government’s flagship ‘Make in India’ programme.

Under the fifth dimension, Mr. Goyal talked about clean rivers and safe drinking 

water for all Indians.

“India’s long coastline has the potential of becoming the strength of the 

economy, particularly through exploitation of the Blue Economy…coastline 
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and our ocean waters powering India’s development and growth is the sixth 

dimension of our vision,” the Minister said.

“The seventh dimension of our vision aims at the outer skies… making India 

self-sufficient in food, exporting to the world to meet their food needs and 

producing food in the most organic way is the eighth dimension of our vision.

Next comes the vision of a healthy India. “By 2030, we will work towards a 

distress-free healthcare and a functional and comprehensive wellness system 

for all.”

“Our vision can be delivered by Team India — our employees working together 

with the elected government, transforming India into a minimum government, 

maximum governance nation. This is the tenth dimension,” the Minister said.

New panel for welfare of nomadic communities
The Centre will form a welfare panel for nomadic, semi-nomadic and de-

notified communities, Finance Minister Piyush Goyal announced in Friday’s 

Budget speech.

“Our government is committed to reach the most deprived citizens of this 

country…These communities are hard to reach, less visible, and therefore, 

frequently left out,” said Mr. Goyal.

To start with, a committee will be set up under NITI Aayog to complete the task 

of identifying de-notified, nomadic and semi-nomadic communities, especially 

as they move from place to place in search of a livelihood. The committee will 

follow up on the work of the Renke Commission and the Idate Commission.

A Welfare Development Board will also be set up under the Ministry of Social 

Justice and Empowerment to design and implement programmes for these 

hard-to-reach communities, Mr. Goyal said. He said a substantial increase is 

proposed in the allocation for welfare of the scheduled castes and scheduled 

tribes.
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Railways gets Rs. 1.59 lakh cr., the highest-ever allocation
Union Finance Minister Piyush Goyal  proposed a capital expenditure of Rs. 

1,58,658 crore for the Railways Ministry for the year 2019-20 in the Interim 

Budget. This is the highest-ever allocation for the national transporter, 

surpassing last year’s allocation of Rs. 1,48,528 crore.

Mr. Goyal, who is also the Railways Minister, added that the operating ratio 

of Indian Railways is expected to improve to 95% in 2019-20 from 96.2% in 

2018-19, and 98.4% in 2017-18.

“Capital support from the budget for railways is proposed at Rs. 64,587 crore 

in 2019-20 (BE). The Railways’ overall capital expenditure programme is of 

Rs. 1,58,658 crore.

Operating ratio

The operating ratio is expected to improve from 98.4% in 2017-18 to 96.2% 

in 2018-19 (RE) and further to 95% in 2019-20 (BE),” the Minister said while 

presenting the Interim Budget.

An operating ratio of 95% means that railways is spending 95 paise to earn 

100 paise.

Under the proposed outlay, Rs. 7,255 crore had been allocated for construction 

of new lines, Rs. 4,100 crore for road safety works (building road over/under 

bridges), Rs. 10,120 crore for track renewal, Rs. 3,422.57 for passenger 

amenities, Rs. 700 crore for doubling, Rs. 6,114.82 crore for rolling stock, 

Rs. 1,750 crore for signalling and telecom and Rs. 2,200 crore for gauge 

conversion. This means that passengers can expect better amenities, newer 

trains and coaches in the coming year.

The total outlay for 2019-20 comprises Rs. 64,587 crore from budgetary 

support, Rs. 10,500 crore from internal resources and Rs. 83,571 crore 

from extra-budgetary resources. In revised estimates 2018-19, the capital 

expenditure was Rs. 1,38,857.52 crore, comprising Rs. 53,060 crore from 

budgetary support, Rs. 6,500 crore from internal resources and Rs. 79,297.52 
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crore from extra-budgetary resources.

The budget estimates under revenue for the year 2019-20 (gross) is Rs. 

2,72,705.68 crore, recording an increase of Rs. 22,854.67 crore over the 

revised estimates of Rs. 2,49,851.01 crore for 2018-19.

As per the Budget documents, the government expects railway earnings from 

passengers to grow to Rs. 56,000 crore from Rs. 52,000 crore in 2018-19, and 

from goods to grow by more than Rs. 10,000 crore to Rs. 1,31,565 crore.

In his speech, Mr. Goyal added that 2018-19 was the safest year in the history 

of Indian Railways.

Additionally, all unmanned level crossings on broad gauge network had been 

eliminated. Railway officials said that consequentially, train accidents had 

reduced from 118 in 2013-14 to 47 in 2018-19 (up to December).

Talking about first indigenously developed and manufactured semi high-speed 

‘Vande Bharat Express,’ Mr. Goyal said this was a major leap in technology 

wholly-developed by Indian engineers.

Union Government’s fiscal deficit target goes for a toss
Finance Minister Piyush Goyal said that the government would be missing its 

fiscal deficit target for 2018-19 and 2019-20, a fact that economists flagged as 

a matter of concern.

“The estimate of incomes and expenditure, which I am presenting today, pegs 

the fiscal deficit of year 2019-20 at 3.4% of GDP,” Mr. Goyal said in his Interim 

Budget speech. “We would have maintained fiscal deficit at 3.3% for year 

2018-19 and taken further steps to consolidate fiscal deficit in year 2019-

20. However, considering the need for income support to farmers, we have 

provided Rs. 20,000 crore in 2018-19 RE and Rs. 75,000 crore in 2019-20 

BE,” he said. As per revised estimates for 2018-19 the fiscal deficit is 3.4%.

The government had set a fiscal deficit target of 3.3% for 2018-19 and 3.1% 
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for 2019-20.

Mr. Goyal said if the farmers’ scheme allocation was to be excluded, the fiscal 

deficit would have been “less than 3.3% for 2018-19 and less than 3.1% for 

year 2019-20.”

Terming the Interim Budget as an exercise that ‘prioritised populism over fiscal 

prudence’, Angel Broking said the fiscal slippage could have an impact on the 

Reserve Bank of India’s decisions on interest rates.

‘RBI may not cut rates’

“There are two things playing out for the banking sector from the Union 

Budget,” Jaikishan Parmar, senior equity research analyst – BFSI, Angel 

Broking said. “On the one hand, the higher fiscal deficit target set at 3.4% 

for 2018-19 and at 3.4% for 2019-20 will mean that the RBI may not be too 

keen to cut rates in the immediate future,” he said. “However, on the positive 

side, the commitment of the Finance Minister in his budget speech to increase 

allocation for recapitalisation to beyond Rs. 2.60 trillion, if required, will go down 

well with the banks,” he added. The government’s total budgeted expenditure 

rose from Rs. 24,57,235 crore in 2018-19 (RE) to Rs. 27,84,200 crore in 2019-

20, a rise of Rs. 3,26,965 crore or approximately 13.30%. Capital expenditure 

for 2019-20 (BE) is estimated at Rs. 3,36,292 crore, 6.21% higher than the 

revised estimates of the previous year.

“It is on the low side because relative to GDP it has fallen compared to last 

year. Now, it’s about just 1.6% of GDP. When the government is planning a 

lot of infrastructure expansion but the capital expenditure is actually falling, 

it can either be financed through extra budgetary resources or the numbers 

will have to be revised,” he said. Economists also expressed concern over 

the disinvestment target being retained at Rs. 80,000 crore for 2018-19 and 

increased to Rs. 90,000 crore for 2019-20. So far, the government had raised 

about Rs. 36,000 crore.

“The disinvestment target is still being maintained while it looks increasingly 
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difficult to achieve,” Ranen Banerjee, partner and leader, public finance and 

economics, PwC India, said.

“The actual deficit numbers will depend on the realised GST collections over 

the next two months and the government’s ability to meet disinvestment target 

over a time line of one month left for action before election code kicks in.”

Earning less than Rs. 5 lakh? Save a neat Rs. 12,500
The interim Budget contains several proposals aimed at reducing the tax 

burden on the salaried class and home owners, increasing the tax rebate limit 

and amount for small taxpayers and exempting certain forms of rental income 

from tax.

Finance Minister Piyush Goyal proposed amending Section 87A of the 

Income Tax Act to increase the rebate for taxpayers at the lower end of the 

spectrum.

Currently, the Section provides for a rebate of Rs. 2,500 for all taxpayers with 

an income of less than Rs. 3.5 lakh a year. So, a taxpayer earning Rs. 5 lakh 

a year effectively paid tax (at 5%) on only Rs. 2 lakh of that amount.

High compliance

“Because of major tax reforms undertaken by us during the last four-and-half 

years, both tax collections as well as the tax base have shown significant 

increase, achieving a moderate taxation-high compliance regime,” Mr. Goyal 

said. “It is, therefore, just and fair that some benefits from the tax reforms must 

also be passed on to the middle class taxpayers.”

In this Budget, Mr. Goyal proposed raising the rebate amount to Rs. 12,500 

and increasing the limit to Rs. 5 lakh a year.

This means that those earning up to Rs. 5 lakh a year will be exempt from tax. 

However, those earning more than Rs. 5 lakh will not be eligible for this and 

will have to pay tax according to the normal rates. For example, somebody 
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earning Rs. 8 lakh a year will have to pay Rs. 72,500 of tax (Rs. 2.5 lakh taxed 

at 5% plus Rs. 3 lakh taxed at 20%).

This does not take into account the exemption of Rs. 1.5 lakh available to 

taxpayers under Section 80C of the Income Tax Act.

Tapping exemptions

Since the 80C exemptions effectively reduce the taxable income, those earning 

up to Rs. 6.5 lakh a year will not have to pay tax if they make full use of the 

deductible investments such as Provident Fund.

“This will provide tax benefit of Rs. 18,500 crore to an estimated three crore 

middle class taxpayers comprising self-employed, small business, small 

traders, salary earners, pensioners and senior citizens,” Mr. Goyal said.

The Budget also proposed increasing the standard deduction limit from the 

Rs. 40,000 announced last year to Rs. 50,000.

In a move designed to provide tax relief to those who prefer to save rather than 

invest, the Budget also contained a provision to increase the Tax Deduction at 

Source (TDS) threshold on interest earned on bank or post office deposits to 

Rs. 40,000 from the current Rs. 10,000.

In addition, the TDS threshold for deduction of tax on rental income has also 

been proposed to be increased to Rs. 2.4 lakh from the current Rs. 1.8 lakh.

Reliance Comm goes to NCLT for insolvency
Anil Ambani-led Reliance Communications (RCom), with a debt of Rs. 46,000 

crore, has decided to file for insolvency proceedings at National Company 

Law Tribunal (NCLT) Mumbai to seek fast-track resolution.

RCom had been unable to sell its spectrum and tower assets to Reliance Jio 

for Rs. 20,000 crore “The board of directors of RCom today [Friday] reviewed 

the progress of the company’s debt resolution plans since the invocation of 

SDR on June 2, 2017. The board noted that, despite the passage of over 
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18 months, lenders have received zero proceeds from the proposed asset 

monetisation plans, and the overall debt resolution process is yet to make any 

headway,” said RCom in a statement, adding that the board decided that the 

company would seek fast-track resolution through NCLT.

This means the Rs. 20,000- crore deal with Reliance Jio has been called 

off and Reliance Jio would have to bid again for RCom’s assets through the 

NCLT-monitored process.

“The NCLT will appoint an IRP, who will call fresh bids for RCom assets. Jio 

is likely to bid for spectrum and tower assets as its network runs on them. 

However, it is to be seen if a new bidder will join the race,” a source told The 

Hindu.

Digital media: what went wrong
The digital publishing industry took a big hit in recent days, when more than 

1,000 employees were laid off at BuzzFeed, AOL, Yahoo and HuffPost. Vice 

Media started the process of laying off some 250 workers, and Mic, a site 

aimed at younger readers, axed much of its staff two months ago before a 

competitor bought it in a fire sale.

Coupled with recent lay-offs at Gannett, the company behind USA Today and 

other dailies nationwide, the crisis in the digital sphere suggested that the 

journalism business was damned if it embraced innovation and damned if it 

didn’t.

The cuts at BuzzFeed were the most alarming. Wasn’t this the company that 

was supposed to have it all figured out? Didn’t its team of wizards, led by the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology-trained chief executive, Jonah Peretti, 

know tricks of the digital trade that lay beyond the imagination of fusty old print 

publishers?

Chris Hayes, the author and MSNBC anchor, summed up the bleak outlook 
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with a tweet that asked, “What if there is literally no profitable model for digital 

news?” But look past the gloom, and a complicated narrative emerges that 

does not lend itself to a one-size-fits-all interpretation of What Went Wrong or 

a handy forecast of journalism’s future.

While leading digital publishers have resorted to harsh measures, legacy 

titles such as The Washington Post, The Atlantic, The New Yorker and The 

New York Times have seen growth as they accommodate the habits of their 

increasingly digitally oriented readers.

At the same time, a digital-native business, Vox Media, the owner of The Verge 

and Eater, turned a profit last year, its first as a large company, according to 

two people with knowledge of the matter who were not authorised to discuss 

it publicly.

Even BuzzFeed may hit its financial marks this year. If it does, the reason will 

most likely be a combination of old-school business methods tried elsewhere 

(including layoffs), rather than its ability to crack some esoteric digital code.

Riding on Facebook

It was simpler in the days of print. Even when radio and television laid waste 

to certain newspapers and magazines, the industry as a whole racked up 

steady profits. Twentieth-century readers were more or less unchanging in 

their habits, so media executives did not have to revise their business models 

much from year to year. That has changed, to say the least.

Mr. Peretti seemed to be on the right track with his reliance on sponsored 

posts to generate revenue before his reluctant pivot to banner ads last year.

The company’s revenue grew more than 15% in 2018 — not quite enough to 

stave off Mr. Peretti’s decision to cut about 220 of BuzzFeed’s roughly 1,500 

employees.

Ben Thompson, an analyst, argued that BuzzFeed had inadvertently devalued 

its content by mostly relying on the kindness of digital giants to distribute its 

articles.
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In BuzzFeed’s youth, Facebook was not the dominant traffic driver it is today, 

and online sharing was just as likely to occur away from social media platforms. 

Five years into its existence, in 2011, the site got newsier, with the addition 

of Politico’s Ben Smith as its editor-in-chief, along with a team of editors and 

reporters. In 2015, Mr. Thompson called BuzzFeed “the most important news 

organisation in the world.” After that, Mr. Peretti adjusted his approach again. 

He determined that Facebook had already built the pipes for distribution, so 

instead of trying to amass audiences around a single venue, like BuzzFeed.

com, he went where the audience was: Facebook.

The plan to go big on videos proved difficult to monetize, however.

“They need to make a lot more progress to truly compensate for the value that 

media companies are creating for them,” Peretti said in the interview.

As television viewers continued their migration to the Web, big TV companies 

like NBCUniversal, Turner Broadcasting and Discovery Communications 

followed them, plowing hundreds of millions of dollars into digital companies. 

Now they would like to see a return on their investments. And they are getting 

impatient.

Thorny, digital path

It wasn’t supposed to be this hard for digital publishers.

In 2011, when The Times drew criticism for its decision to charge online 

readers, creating a paywall, BuzzFeed was taking off, thanks to its knack for 

harnessing the power of social networks. In that context, the paywall strategy 

struck media gurus as the last-ditch gambit of a slow-moving stalwart, and the 

conventional wisdom was that digital mastersmiths would soon outperform or 

perhaps even vanquish their print-beholden rivals.

By end 2018, the picture looked vastly different. BuzzFeed generated more 

than $300 million in sales, while still bleeding money, and The Times was on 

a pace to exceed $650 million in digital revenue.
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China’s state energy giants to focus on adding natural gas 
reserves to boost local supplies
China’s state energy giants are set to raise spending on domestic drilling this 

year to the highest levels since 2016, focusing on adding natural gas reserves 

in a concerted drive to boost local supplies.

Responding to President Xi Jinping’s call last August to boost domestic energy 

security, China’s trio of oil majors — PetroChina, Sinopec Corp. and CNOOC 

Ltd. — are adding thousands of wells at oil basins in the remote deserts of the 

northwest region of Xinjiang, shale rocks in southwest Sichuan province and 

deepwater fields of the South China Sea.

Firms are showing greater risk appetite, expanding investments faster in 

exploration than production, emboldened by Beijing’s political push and oil 

near $60 a barrel, said State oil executives and analysts at consultancy Wood 

Mackenzie.

“We shall carry through resolutely the State Council’s call on stepping 

up domestic exploration and development and launch an offensive war,” 

PetroChina chairman Wang Yilin was cited as saying in an in-house newspaper 

in December.

Offshore specialist CNOOC Ltd. said last week it was confident of achieving 

its spending target this year, the highest since 2014. It pledged to spend twice 

as much this year in domestic exploratory drilling as in 2016.

“With oil prices at $50, $60 and $70...we’re making decent profits,” Yuan 

Guangyu, CNOOC’s chief executive officer, said last week.

CNPC, Asia’s largest oil and gas producer and parent of PetroChina, is 

boosting risk exploration investment fivefold to 5 billion yuan ($741 million) 

this year from 1 billion yuan last year. But with oil reservoirs maturing and 

new discoveries tending to be smaller and more costly, even more drilling is 

unlikely to reverse China’s declining oil outlook, analysts say.

To remain top buyer
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China, set to remain the world’s top oil buyer for years to come, is forecast to 

slip to the 10th largest global oil producer in 2020, down from No.5 for most of 

last decade, said Wood Mackenzie.

“China will likely continue on the same path as it has in recent years — an 

overwhelming focus on new gas production, leading to continued decline in its 

oil output,” said Angus Rodger, research director of Asia-Pacific upstream at 

Wood Mackenzie. With Beijing pushing to reduce energy import dependence 

and hit environmental targets, gas output is forecast by analysts to rise at 

6-8% a year through 2020. China, the world’s No.3 gas consumer, overtook 

Japan as the world’s top gas importer in October.

PetroChina, which produces some 70% of the country’s gas output, will lead 

the drive, adding thousands of wells in southwestern Sichuan, northern Ordos 

and northwest Tarim basin, CNPC says on its website.

The major is also ramping up shale development in Sichuan, seeking to catch 

up with Sinopec Corp., which has pioneered China’s nascent shale push.

Despite almost a decade of drilling, shale makes up just 6% of China’s total 

gas output because of complex geology and high costs of development. 

PetroChina raised its shale gas output 40% last year to 4.3 billion cubic metres 

(bcm), while Sinopec’s production was largely flat at 6 bcm.

“Controlling the largest and best acreage, CNPC has been ramping up 

aggressively capital and human resource deployment over the past 3-4 

months in Sichuan shale,” said Woodmac analyst Max Petrov.

“Natural gas is becoming increasingly popular under the government’s green 

push. And its relatively less risky than oil under long-term off-take deals,” said 

a State oil executive.

Companies, however, will hold off drilling in disputed territorial waters of the 

South China Sea due to technological challenges and the lack of experienced 

global partners willing to risk exploring those areas, analysts said. Beijing 

claims about 90% of the South China Sea, whose estimated energy potential 
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varies widely, although geologists believe it holds more gas than oil. Vietnam, 

the Philippines, Malaysia, Brunei and Taiwan also claim parts of the key 

waterway.

Sinopec, traditionally a refiner rather than a driller, has the smallest resource 

base and may lag its peers, analysts say.

Sinopec’s proven oil reserves by end-2017 could last less than six years of 

production, versus CNOOC’s 10 years, while Sinopec’s gas reserve life of 8 

years is dwarfed by PetroChina’s 24 years, according to calculations based 

on company filings.

Sinopec is expected to boost spending this year.

U.K. clears Mallya’s extradition to India
British Home Secretary SajidJavid has signed the order for the extradition of 

liquor baron Vijay Mallya to India. The businessman — whose legal team had 

previously indicated their intention to appeal the extradition — will now have 

two weeks to lodge an appeal.

2 month deadline

The signing of the order  came just a few days shy of the two-month window 

from the date of judgement — December 10 last year — within which a decision 

had to be made.

“On 3 February, the Secretary of State, having carefully considered all relevant 

matters, signed the order for Vijay Mallya’s extradition to India,” the British 

Home Office said in a statement. “Vijay Mallya is accused in India of conspiracy 

to defraud, making false representations and money laundering offenses.”

Under Britain’s extradition rules, Mr. Javid had two months from the date of 

the judgement to determine whether to order the extradition.

In making extradition decisions, the Minister has to consider issues including 

whether the death penalty would be involved or the person be extradited to a 
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third country (neither of which apply in this case).

Frivolous litigations

An appeal can only be lodged after the signing of the order by the minister.

Late last week, Mallya took to Twitter to criticise the approach of Indian 

authorities and the banks, accusing the latter of pursing “multiple frivolous 

litigations” against him. He accused the banks’ lawyers of objecting to him 

paying “legitimate tax dues” in the UK.

Unregulated deposit schemes to be banned
Among the provisions of the Bill is one that bans deposit takers from promoting, 

operating, issuing advertisements or accepting deposits in any unregulated 

deposit scheme.

“The principle is that the Bill would ban unregulated deposit-taking activities 

altogether, by making them an offence ex-ante rather than the existing 

legislative-cum-regulatory framework which only comes into effect ex-post 

with considerable time lags,” the government said.

The Bill creates three different types of offences: (i) running of unregulated 

deposit schemes, (ii) fraudulent default in regulated deposit schemes, and 

(iii) wrongful inducement in relation to unregulated deposit schemes.

Heavy penalty

The government said the Bill provides for “severe punishment and heavy 

pecuniary fines” to act as a deterrent.

Law Minister Ravi Shankar Prasad said penalties could involve jail term as 

well as the sale of the offenders’ assets to pay back the defrauded party 

within set timelines.

“The Bill has adequate provisions for disgorgement or repayment of deposits 

in cases where such schemes nonetheless manage to raise deposits illegally,” 

the release said.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    
Economy

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

Nod for plan to continue coal exploration
The Cabinet  approved the proposal to continue the Exploration of Coal and 

Lignite Scheme, which took effect in 2017-18 and will now go on till 2019-20, 

with an expenditure of Rs. 1,875 crore.

“The approved scheme is for carrying out 24,41,500 metre of drilling and 

3,575 line-km (LKM) of surface geophysical survey for Promotional (Regional) 

Exploration & detailed drilling in the non-Coal India Limited blocks, in coal and 

lignite along with coal bed methane and shale gas studies... to estimate and 

prove coal resources during the three year period,” the government said.

Cabinet approves unified regulator for IFSCs
The Cabinet has approved the setting up of a unified authority that would 

regulate all the financial services in International Financial Services Centres 

(IFSC), such as the Gujarat International Finance Tec-City (GIFT) in 

Gandhinagar.

This is to be done through the International Financial Services Centres 

Authority Bill, 2019.

An IFSC is aimed at encouraging Indian companies that are conducting 

business in foreign financial centres such as London and Singapore, to bring 

that business to India by providing them with a global-standard regulatory and 

business environment. “It would provide Indian corporates easier access to 

global financial markets,” the government said in a release. “IFSC would also 

complement and promote further development of financial markets in India.” 

“Currently, the banking, capital markets and insurance sectors in IFSCs are 

regulated by multiple regulators, i.e. RBI, SEBI and IRDAI,” it added.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    
Economy

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

RBI cuts rates, shifts focus to backing growth
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI)  cut the policy repo rate by 25 basis points 

to 6.25% in a bid to revive economic growth as it projected retail inflation to 

remain below its target of 4% for the next 12 months. The rate reduction was 

the first since August 2017.

The RBI also simultaneously changed the stance of the policy to ‘neutral’ 

from ‘calibrated tightening’, which indicates that the central bank remains 

ready to move in either direction based on incoming data.

The move will enable banks to lower their lending rates. While all six members 

of the monetary policy committee voted in favour of a change in the stance, 

the vote for a rate reduction saw two members breaking with the majority 

view by backing the status quo. While some market participants had factored 

in a rate cut, there was near unanimity that the RBI would shift its stance 

given the softening inflation.

Interestingly, this is the first time since the MPC was set up in October 2016 

that the Governor and the Deputy Governor voted differently.

While RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das backed a rate cut, Deputy Governor 

Viral Acharya voted to stand pat.

Mr. Das observed that the acceleration in consumer price inflation in 

December was the slowest in 18 months.

On GST Council table: Tax relief for real estate
Duty relaxation for exporters and a tax relief package for the real estate 

sector are likely to be discussed at the next meeting of the GST Council, 

which is expected to meet once before the model code of conduct kicks in 

ahead of the Lok Sabha elections.

Targeting the steady erosion of export competitiveness across a segment, 

which is especially telling in labour intensive sectors such as textiles and 
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garments, the Centre is readying a proposal for a duty drawback like scheme 

under the Goods and Services Tax (GST) regime that could comprehensively 

compensate exporters for embedded taxes.

Also, a ministerial panel set- up last month to analyse tax issues faced by 

the real estate sector under the GST regime is set to make a strong push for 

lower tax rates for under-construction residential properties and the affordable 

housing segment.

Currently, under the GST regime, compensation for taxes other than the 

basic customs duty (BCD) is not given to exporters, which ends up eroding 

their competitiveness. Officials involved in the exercise confirmed that the 

duty drawback scheme is being readied after a letter from the Directorate 

General of Foreign Trade (DGFT) to the Central Board of Indirect Taxes & 

Customs sought relief on this count.

After this, a proposal has been sent to the GST Policy Wing for a duty 

drawback like scheme under GST. GST officials are also discussing contours 

of the proposed e-wallet scheme for exporters, which was put on hold for six 

months until October last year.

“A scheme to provide more sops for exporters such as some relief on the front 

of additional levy is being worked on. It would be more clarificatory in nature 

aimed at freeing up the working capital of exporters,” said a government 

official, adding that the existing export incentive scheme Merchandise Export 

from India Scheme (MEIS) could be tweaked to give some more sops to 

exporters.

The Commerce Ministry has been pushing for more relief to exporters 

including the e-wallet scheme but the Finance Ministry has raised some 

concerns about the possible misuse by some fly-by-night exporters, said 

another official. An inter-ministerial meeting regarding the e-wallet scheme 

for exporters has been scheduled for next week.
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The e-wallet scheme or electronic e-wallets will be credited with notional or 

virtual currency by the DGFT. This notional/virtual currency will be used by 

the exporters to make the GST/IGST payment on goods imported by them so 

their funds are not blocked.

The proposal was discussed in 26th GST Council meeting in March last year 

and since many technical, legal and administrative issues were identified, its 

implementation was put on hold.

“It will monitor the track record of the exporter and provide relief on taxes paid 

on inputs. Last time, the discussion stalled as there were concerns about the 

availment of credit and the exporter having an edge over others since his 

working capital will be free compared to other exporters,” an official said.

Meanwhile, the Group of Ministers (GoM), under Gujarat Deputy Chief Minister 

Nitin Patel, set up last month to analyse tax rates and challenges being faced 

by the real estate sector under the GST regime is leaning in favour of lower 

rates for under-construction residential properties.

The panel has favoured lowering the GST rate on under-construction residential 

properties to 5 per cent (without input tax credit) from the present rate of 12 per 

cent with input tax credit (after abatement of land) and for affordable housing 

to 3 per cent from the current rate of 8 per cent.

Talking statues at the Ambedkar Park in Uttar Pradesh 
capital
Vijay Pratap feels it’s unfair of the Supreme Court to observe that the 

BahujanSamaj Party (BSP) chief Mayawati might have to deposit public 

money spent by her in erecting parks and memorials in parts of Uttar Pradesh 

during her tenure.

Standing in the sprawling Ambedkar Memorial Park, built on the banks of river 

Gomti in Lucknow by the Mayawati government, Mr. Pratap who works in 
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the National Rural Livelihood Mission in Bahraich district, claims the issue is 

being raised now, months before the 2019 Lok Sabha election, with an eye to 

create “a negative thinking” among voters towards the BSP supremo.

Mr. Pratap believes Ms. Mayawati is being targeted for her caste.

“Why are these memorials a wastage? According to the caste structure, all 

castes have pushed up their icons. But when it comes to Dalit icons, they 

are pained and only see corruption. Nobody has a problem with the statue of 

Sardar Patel,” said Mr. Pratap.

Had Ambedkar been a ‘savarna’ (‘general category’ in reservations), the park 

would have been glorified, adds Mr. Pratap.

Like hundreds of people do daily, he has come to relax at the Ambedkar Park, 

known for its magnificent stone structures and domes, a massive ‘elephant 

gallery’ and statues of Dalit icons. With the massive memorials and statues 

built by BSP chief Mayawati during her tenure once again the focus of public 

attention, The Hindu spoke to a range of people at the sprawling park on 

what they thought about the controversy.

Beauty and architecture

Across sections, the park was praised for its beauty and architecture, especially 

with Dalits linking it to their pride and to movement for social upliftment.

Opinions on the justification of the expenditure mirrored political divisions 

in the State, where Ms. Mayawati’s constructions have been used as a tool 

by political opponents to target her. Sensing the damage done to her image 

by the propaganda, and to appease non-Dalit voters, in the 2017 Assembly 

polls, Ms. Mayawati even declared that if she came to power, she would not 

build any more statues, parks or memorials, but focus on development and 

on ridding the State of goondaism, mafia and communal elements.

Jyoti Saini, a teacher, praises the park as a breath of fresh air. However, 

she is also critical of Ms. Mayawati, accusing her of only focussing on Dalits, 

while ignoring upper castes and Other Backward Classes (OBC), be it in jobs 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    
Economy

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

or other positions while in power. “It’s beyond doubt — she only works for her 

caste,” said Ms. Saini.

Ahmed Khan, Masters Student in Urdu at the Lucknow University, is also a 

regular visitor to the park; it helps him de-stress, he says. ‘Lucknow kishaan ’ 

(‘pride of Lucknow’), he calls it. “It is a historic place, not a wastage of money. 

By that parameter then, the money spent on the Patel statue should also be 

handed back,” said Mr. Khan.

His friend, Afzal Raza, a madrasa teacher in Sitapur, also chipped in: “Those 

who raise questions on such parks only have a negative thinking.”

Staff at the park say around 1,000-1,500 persons visit it daily, with figures 

rising to more than 2,000 on weekends. Among them are tourists like Amarjeet 

Singh, a civil engineer who moved here from Mumbai. Mr. Singh praises the 

park for its aesthetics but wants it to be de-linked from politics.

“This is not wastage of money, provided it is not linked to politics. Such things 

are needed to bind society together. But if we only connect it to a particular 

caste, things get political,” said Mr. Singh.

Budget shortfall worries Defence Services
The shortfall in Defence allocation in the interim Budget 2019-20, especially in 

its capital allocation, has left the Services worried as it threatens to derail the 

capability enhancement and modernisation underway. This comes at a time of 

fast-paced developments in the region, and China’s rapid advancements will 

only leave India further behind in terms of military capabilities.

Significant shortfall

A look at the numbers reveals the shortfall is so significant that, for the Navy 

and Air Force, the capital allocation does even meet the committed liabilities, 

that is, payments for deals already contracted. The Army, meanwhile, is looking 

at a shortfall in its non-salary revenue expenditure.
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“The Services have conveyed their concerns to the Defence Ministry. Defence 

Minister Nirmala Sitharaman is taking up the matter with the Finance Ministry 

to address it,” a Defence official said.

For instance, the Indian Air Force (IAF), which has signed major deals in 

the last two years, including for the 36 Rafale jets and S-400 air defence 

systems, and is beginning to induct platforms like CH-47F Chinook heavy lift 

helicopters and AH-64 Apache attack helicopters, has committed liabilities of 

Rs. 47,400 crore. In contrast, the entire capital allocation is Rs. 39,300 crore 

and the projected capital requirement is Rs. 74,895 crore. Similarly, for the 

Navy, the committed liabilities for the coming year stand at Rs. 25,461 crore, 

while the total capital allocation is Rs. 22,227 crore.

The Defence allocation in the interim budget was Rs. 3.18 lakh crore, and 

Defence pensions stood at 1.12 lakh crore. Of this, allocation for revenue 

expenditure (net) is Rs. 2.01 lakh crore and capital expenditure (net) is Rs. 

1.08 lakh crore. The share of the three Services in the overall defence budget 

stands as follows: Army–54%, Navy–14% and Air Force–22%.

However, the Army, with its large size, has a huge revenue burden compared 

to the other two Services, and a significant part of it goes for salaries. For 

the coming year, the Army has a total shortfall of Rs. 12,000 crore, of which 

Rs. 6,300 crore is under the capital head and around Rs. 5,500 crore is non-

salary expenditure.

The Army has also embarked on its biggest reorganisation drive since 

independence and that would also entail some financial requirement.

Recently, to shorten procurement cycles, the Vice Chiefs of the three Services 

and Army Commanders were given greater financial powers for emergency 

procurement of spares and essential items, but the money for them goes 

from the revenue stream.

Scarce revenue

Similarly, no separate allocation has been made for the project to strengthen 
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perimeter security of military installations. These eat into the already scarce 

revenue component effecting training and routine maintenance activities. 

Another concern is the large proportion of vintage equipment in the Army 

and even the IAF, which is in urgent need of replacement. For instance, last 

year, the Army had stated that 68% of its equipment is vintage.

The three Services are pushing through several procurements on a priority 

basis, many of which were to reach a decisive phase in the coming year, but 

there are no funds left for their conclusion.

Government waived anti-corruption clauses
This direct dealing with the commercial suppliers, under cover of an IGA, 

was highlighted in a detailed note of dissent signed by three members of the 

Indian Negotiating Team — M.P. Singh, Adviser (Cost), A.R. Sule, Financial 

Manager (Air), and Rajeev Verma, Joint Secretary and Acquisitions Manager 

(Air). The document, which is available to The Hindu , reveals that these three 

members took a strong stand against what was being rammed through. On 

the direct dealing with the two companies, they noted: “Notwithstanding the 

fact that the procurement is on Government-to-Government basis, the IGA 

involves ‘Transfer of Rights and Obligations’ relating to supplies of equipment 

and related industrial services by French Government to the French Industrial 

Suppliers, and the payment is also being made to the French Industrial 

Suppliers and not to the French Government; therefore, it is not advisable to 

sacrifice the basic requirement of financial prudence.”

Sections on penalties

The Rafale deal was signed between India and France under the terms of 

DPP-2013. The Standard Clauses in Contract are mentioned in Enclosure 8 

of DPP-2013. This has sections on penalties for the use of undue influence, 

an integrity pact, agents/agency commission and Access to book of accounts. 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    
Economy

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

Paragraph 37 of Request for Proposal (RFP) in DPP-2013 states that “the 

Standard Contract Document at Chapter V of DPP2013 [bit.ly/DPP-2013] 

indicates the general conditions of contract that would be the guideline for all 

acquisitions.”

Despite the DPP stating explicitly that the Standard Contract Document 

“would be the guideline for all acquisitions”, the Indian government chose to 

remove these clauses from the supply protocols with the two private defence 

suppliers. This assumes particular importance as the government also chose 

to do away with a sovereign or bank guarantee from France and settled 

for a letter of comfort, which is not legally binding, from the French Prime 

Minister.

The letter of comfort issued by the French Prime Minister on September 8, 

2016 (put out by ANI) states that “assuming that Dassault Aviation or MBDA 

France meet difficulties in execution of their respective supply protocols 

and would have to reimburse all or part of the intermediary payment to 

Government of the Republic of India, the Government of the French Republic 

will take appropriate measures so as to make sure that said payments or 

reimbursements will be made at the earliest.”

Govt. intervention

This letter of comfort came after another last-minute intervention by the Indian 

government in September, when the Cabinet Committee on Security chaired 

by the Prime Minister issued a corrigendum to the note forwarded by the 

Defence Ministry for the CCS, doing away with the requirement for an escrow 

account operated by the French government to make payments to the two 

companies. This proposal to amend the IGA, which had been approved by 

the CCS on August 24, 2016, was moved by Smita Nagaraj, Director General 

Acquisition, in the Defence Ministry.

Safeguards
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The proposal, which states that “this issues under the direction of 

RakshaMantri,” asked the CCS to issue a corrigendum to the minutes, 

amending Para 50(b) of the note giving approval to the IGA. It reads: 

“RakshaMantri has directed that attention of Secretariat is drawn to the 

fact that in the context of the proposal contained in Para 50(b) of the CCS 

Note, stated that in the event of payment into escrow account is not found 

feasible, MOD shall work out alternative safeguards in consultation with the 

French Government, in which an assurance will be obtained from the French 

Government to provide effective oversight of utilization of payments released 

to the French industrial suppliers.”

The amended Para 50(b) of the CCS Note approving the IGA [see Box 2] 

did away with the need for ensuring that the payments made by the Indian 

government were done through an escrow account operated by the French 

government. The escrow account was a measure of financial prudence: the 

payments would be released by the French government to Dassault and 

MBDA with the concurrence of the Indian government.

The proposal to have an escrow account operated by the French Government 

was recommended by SudhansuMohanty, Financial Adviser (DS) on January 

14, 2016. It was in Note-263, which begins with this qualification, “I wish I had 

sufficient time to go through the entire file and mull over the various issues 

raised. However, in view of the fact that the file has to be submitted to RM 

immediately, I would like to make the following quick observations from the 

Finance point of view.”

Important observation

One of Mr. Mohanty’s important observations was: “In the absence of a 

sovereign/bank guarantee, in a case like this where an IGA is to be signed, 

it would be prudent to involve the French Govt. as far as releases are 

concerned. This possibly could be done through an Escrow account or a 

variant of the same where the money released by the buyer (Govt. of India) 
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is paid to the Escrow account held under the charge of French Govt. to make 

further payments to the firm as per terms & conditions agreed to by the Indian 

and French Govt. through IGA. This would make French Govt. morally and 

materially responsible for the procurement so proposed. Since they are one 

of the parties to the IGA and also jointly and severally responsible for the 

execution of the supply protocol, they should not be having any reservation 

about it.” Evidently, the French government did.

Mr. Mohanty’s note, it is now known, came after the Prime Minister’s Office 

(PMO) and National Security Adviser AjitDoval chose to waive the sovereign 

or bank guarantee from France. As reported by The Hindu on February 8, 

2019, Defence Ministry officials had objected to the “parallel negotiations” 

being conducted by the PMO, which was “undermining the process of formal 

negotiation with the French side… may be detrimental to our interests as the 

French side may take advantage of same by interpreting such discussions to 

their benefit and weakening the position taken by the Indian Negotiating Team. 

This has precisely happened in this case.” The Defence Ministry note, which 

was dated November 24, 2015, cited as “a glaring example” how the parallel 

negotiations had undercut “the position taken by MoD and conveyed to Indian 

Negotiating Team that the commercial offer should be preferably backed by 

Sovereign/Government Guarantee or otherwise by Bank Guarantees.”

Contrary positions

Another example cited in the note was the contrary positions taken on the 

arbitration arrangement.

The then Defence Secretary, G. Mohan Kumar, who now says “there were 

no parallel negotiations” and that the Rafale deal was negotiated in the “most 

transparent way”, had endorsed the protest note in his own hand on November 

24, 2015: “RM may pl. see. It is desirable that such discussions be avoided by 

the PMO as it undermines our negotiating position seriously.”

The need for a sovereign or a bank guarantee was also highlighted by the 
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Ministry of Law and Justice in its communications to the Defence Ministry, 

documents available to The Hindu show.

Active push

As for the part played by Mr. Parikkar in the Rafale deal, what has been 

established is this. From a stance of being non-committal, as evidenced by 

his hand-written notation of January 11, 2016, he shifted later that year to 

actively pushing for the changes, giving the financial experts little time to 

study the proposals.

He chaired the September 2016 meeting of the Defence Acquisition Council 

that “ratified and approved” the eight changes, including the decision to drop 

the provision of penalties for corruption in the supply protocols with the private 

companies.

In his official capacity, he also directed the issue of a proposal that led to doing 

away with the provision for an escrow account as a financial safeguard.

Air India to focus on putting grounded planes back in the air
Air India will focus on making 14 of its snag-ridden aircraft airworthy in the 

next three months and add more frequencies in order to improve its aircraft 

utilisation.

This is part of the airline’s efforts to make it more attractive to private players 

when the government revisits its disinvestment.

“Our plan is to consolidate instead of expanding our network and curtail costs. 

We will be focussing on improving available seat miles [or passenger carrying 

capacity] by getting planes to fly more,” said Vinod Hejmadi, member-finance, 

Air India, at CAPA Summit 2019 in New Delhi.

He said that Air India had received Rs. 100 million from the government, 

which would be invested to ensure that its 10 Airbus planes and 3-4 Boeing 

787s grounded for past more than six months were airborne.
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Route rationalisation

“Our route rationalisation isn’t very good. We fly 10.5 hours on our Airbus 

routes and we plan to take this to 11 hours,” Mr. Hejmadi added.

Once this is achieved, the airline will add frequencies to Melbourne and the 

U.S. Domestically, the airline will aim to mount more flights to tier-2 and tier-3 

cities. “This is where there are better yields and profitability rather than metro 

routes,” Mr. Hejmadi said.

The government’s attempt to privatise the national carrier came a cropper 

last summer when no private player came forward to evince interest after 

the government floated a tender for AI’s disinvestment. The government 

maintains that it will revisit the disinvestment plan to after macro-economic 

conditions stabilise.

Inflation is tamed, but households don’t think so
While many macro indicators relating to India are all over the place, one 

indicator that is behaving itself is the inflation rate.

After averaging 10.4% in the five years from 2009 to 2013, CPI inflation for 

industrial workers (the old measure of consumer price inflation) collapsed 

to 4.91% in the last five years. The new CPI series flagged off in 2012 

shows even more heartening trends. It shows that consumer-level inflation 

has stayed below 4% for 12 consecutive months now, nosediving to 2% in 

January 2019.

So, is this record-low inflation getting noticed by ordinary Indians?

Fears moderate

Since 2005, the RBI has been conducting a statistical survey of inflation 

expectations of Indian households four or five times every year. It quizzes 

5,800 selected respondents from 18 cities on their perception of current and 

future inflation rates.
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This survey shows that the proportion of households expecting prices to 

rise has been falling steadily in the last five years. In fact, just last week, the 

Monetary Policy Committee cited the sharp decline in household inflation 

expectations while cutting interest rates.

In June 2013, there was near unanimity among RBI’s survey participants that 

prices would rise in the coming months, with 99.1% of the survey respondents 

bracing for it. But after consistently topping 95% from end-2009 to June 

2013, the proportion of people expecting prices to rise began to moderate 

from the second half of 2013. Hovering at 70 to 80% for the last five years, 

the proportion stood at 72.9% in the latest December 2018 survey.

The fear that inflation will spiral out of control has receded in the last five 

years too. In June 2013, 66% of the survey participants believed that prices 

would rise at a faster rate in future. The latest survey though, showed only 

46% expecting higher inflation; with nearly a fifth of respondents even saying 

that they expected no price rise in the coming months.

But while households seem to be aware of a receding inflation threat, their 

perception of current inflation rates are at wide variance with the official 

data.

In December 2018, India’s CPI inflation rate stood at just 2.1%. But when 

asked where the current inflation rate is, RBI’s survey participants gave out 

numbers that averaged to 8.3%. They also expected the inflation rate to be 

at 9.1% in three months’ time and at 8.6% in one year’s time.

Comparing the data from RBI’s inflation expectation surveys against actual 

CPI inflation over a decade, it is clear that the gap between perception and 

reality has been widening. One of the worst spells of inflation experienced 

by Indian consumers in the past decade occurred in 2013, when official 

CPI inflation stayed above 10% for four consecutive months from August to 

November 2013. At that time, households asked by RBI to estimate current 

inflation rates pegged the number at 12%-plus.
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But after flaring up in late 2013, the CPI inflation rate moderated to 7% by 

August 2014 and been heading further south in the four and half years that 

followed. But household estimates of inflation remained stuck at 7-8% in this 

period.

So, when inflation was sky-high at 10%, Indian households believed it to be 

12%-plus. Now, when it is at 2%, they still believe it to be at 8.3%. In effect 

the gap between actual inflation data and the layman’s perception of it has 

sharply widened.

Why the gap?

So why do Indian households believe that prices are rising at over 8% a year 

when CPI data shows nothing of the sort? Researchers within and outside 

the RBI, who have studied the survey over the years, have offered several 

explanations.

Some suggest that Indian household expectations of inflation tend to 

be ‘adaptive.’ That is, when asked about inflation rates or expectations, 

households base their responses on past data, instead of sticking their neck 

out on how prices would move in future.

But even if households base their inflation ‘predictions’ on past data, it isn’t 

clear why they have remained anchored to inflation rates that prevailed a 

good four years ago.

Others critique the survey questions as being too complicated for laymen to 

grasp.

Some flag the possibility that 5,800 respondents for this survey don’t really 

represent a broad cross-section of the population. This can certainly be true, 

as RBI’s survey is confined to urban respondents from 18 chosen cities while 

the CPI Combined captures the inflation experience in rural areas as well.

Rural consumers are estimated to spend far more on food items than their 

urban counterparts.

Food items, which have been deflating on collapsing crop prices, carry a 
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weight of 54% in the CPI Rural index, but only 36% in the CPI Urban index.

Spending patterns vary

A third and very likely possibility is that the actual spending patterns of Indian 

households now bear very little resemblance to the weights assumed in the 

CPI index.

Given that the current CPI series has 2012 as its base year, the weights that 

it assigns to different items of the household budget are based on spending 

patterns captured a good seven years ago. Recently, MPC member Ravindra 

Dholakia argued to replace this outdated method of fixed-base inflation 

indexing with a contemporary chain-weighted index.

But if it turns out that Indian households are increasingly cutting back on their 

food budgets to splurge on housing, health, entertainment and education, an 

index rejig could actually bump up the official inflation rate.

Overall, figuring out the reasons for the widening gap between perception 

and reality on consumer price inflation is important for a government keen 

to convince the electorate that it has succeeded in taming the inflation 

monster.

RBI needs to crack this puzzle too, to reassure the common man that its 

hawkish interest rate policies have done him some good.

RBI to transfer Rs. 28,000 crore interim surplus to 
government
The board of Reserve Bank of India decided to transfer an interim surplus 

(dividend) of Rs. 28,000 crore to the government, the central bank said.

This is second consecutive year that the central bank has transferred interim 

surplus to the government.

Inclusive of the Rs. 40,000 crore transferred by the central bank as final 

dividend for 2017-18, the Centre has earned a total of Rs. 68,000 crore as 
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dividend from the RBI for the 2018-19 fiscal. The accounting year of the RBI 

runs from July to June.

Limited audit review

“Based on a limited audit review and after applying the extant economic capital 

framework, the board decided to transfer an interim surplus of Rs. 280 billion 

to the Central government for the half-year ended December 31, 2018. This 

is the second successive year that the Reserve Bank will be transferring an 

interim surplus,” the RBI said in a statement.

Sources indicate the system of audit of balance sheet twice a year would be 

continued for the coming years also in order to decide on the interim surplus. 

Last year, RBI had transferred Rs. 10,000 crore as interim surplus. The 

government had been putting pressure on the central bank to transfer more 

funds from the contingency reserves. A panel, headed by former RBI Governor 

BimalJalan, had been formed to review the economic capital framework of the 

bank.

IOC signs $1.5 billion deal to buy U.S. crude
In the first-ever deal by an Indian company, Indian Oil Corporation (IOC)  said 

it had signed an annual deal worth $1.5 billion to import 3 million tonnes of 

crude oil in the fiscal year beginning April 1.

This is the first time any Indian refiner has signed an annual contract, since 

the country in 2017 began importing crude oil from the U.S. “IOC has finalised 

a term contract for import of up to 3 million tonnes of crude oil of U.S. origin 

grades as a part of its strategy to diversify term crude sources,” the company 

said in a statement. The contract was finalised on February 15. The term 

contract follows IOC signing up to buy crude oil from the U.S. through a term-

tender deal in August last year. It had, at that time, bought about 6 million 

barrels of U.S. crude oil under a single tender for delivery between November 
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2018 and January 2019.

“The approximate value of the contract works out to $1.5 billion,” the IOC 

statement said. “This is the first term contract finalised by any Indian PSU oil 

company for import of U.S. origin crude oil grades.”

Prior to this, IOC and other state-owned oil firms bought crude oil from the 

U.S. on a spot or current tender basis which comprised one shipload of oil.

Centre clears Rs. 48,239 cr. recapitalisation package for 
PSBs
The government has approved the disbursal of a recapitalisation package 

of Rs. 48,239 crore for 12 public sector banks, Financial Services Secretary 

Rajiv Kumar announced.

He said that this package had a fourfold objective: (i) bringing the better-

performing banks currently in the Prompt Corrective Action (PCA) category 

out of it, (ii) helping those that have recently come out of PCA to stay out 

of it, (iii) equipping non-PCA banks to meet regulatory requirements, and 

(iv) helping the remaining PCA banks to meet their requirements as well. 

Towards this, a total of Rs. 15,982 crore is to be disbursed to Allahabad 

Bank and Corporation Bank, both of which fall within the first objective. Bank 

of India and Bank of Maharashtra, which recently exited the PCA category, 

are to receive a total of Rs. 4,843 crore. The bulk of this (Rs. 4,638 crore) is 

allocated for Bank of India.

Four of the non-PCA banks (Punjab National Bank, Union Bank, Andhra 

Bank and Syndicate Bank) will get a total of Rs. 14,879 crore. The largest 

share of this, of Rs. 5,908 crore, will go to PNB. The last category — of PCA 

public sector banks looking to meet their regulatory requirements — will get 

a total of Rs. 12,535 crore.

These banks are Central Bank, United Bank, UCO Bank, and Indian 
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Overseas Bank. “It should be taken as a supplement to the earlier package 

of recapitalisation, which was much bigger,” D.K. Srivastava, chief policy 

advisor, EY India, said. “We need to also take this in the context of growth 

picking up. Usually, when growth starts to become better, then those NPAs 

which have an economic reason behind them automatically get out of their 

NPA status. So, given that growth is improving and that this is a supplementary 

amount, it may be considered a timely intervention.”

The Centre had infused Rs. 28,615 crore into 7 banks via recapitalisation 

bonds in December 2018.

IL&FS accounts can’t be NPAs without NCLAT nod
No bank or financial institution can declare the accounts of debt-ridden IL&FS 

and its group companies as non-performing assets (NPAs) without NCLAT’s 

permission, the appellate tribunal said .

The National Company Law Appellate Tribunal (NCLAT) bench said this has 

been done in the interest of IL&FS debt resolution plan.

“...we make it clear that due to non-payment of dues by the ‘Infrastructure 

Leasing & Financial Services Ltd.’ or its entities, including the ‘Amber 

companies,’ no financial institution will declare the accounts of ‘Infrastructure 

Leasing & Financial Services Limited’ or its entities as ‘NPA’ without prior 

permission of this appellate tribunal,” it said.

The direction came after the hearing of an application moved by the 

government.

The new management of IL&FS is pursuing asset sales to bail out the 

company and its group entities and pay back its lenders over Rs. 90,000 

crore.

During the last hearing on February 11, NCLAT had allowed IL&FS group’s 22 

companies, classified in the green category based on their financial health, 
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to service their debt obligations.

It had also approved the appointment of former Supreme Court judge D. K. 

Jain to supervise the resolution process. NCLAT had also lifted the moratorium 

and allowed 133 IL&FS firms incorporated outside India to continue with the 

resolution process. IL&FS group companies are classified into three groups 

— green, amber and red.

The companies falling under green category will continue to meet their 

payment obligation. While the companies which cannot meet their obligations 

but can meet only operational payment obligations to senior secured financial 

creditors are classified as amber.

The red category includes those entities which cannot meet their payment 

obligations towards even senior secured financial creditors.

Meanwhile IL&FS said four workers of one of its subsidiaries who were 

held hostage in Ethiopia over non-payment of dues have safely returned to 

India.

Hostages freed

“IL&FS Transportation Network Limited (ITNL), a part of IL&FS Group, 

confirms that it has been able to secure the safe return of its four employees, 

working on projects in Ethiopia, to India,” IL&FS said in a statement.

ITNL, through its subsidiary Elsamex SA, has been executing projects across 

various sites in Ethiopia.

Since mid-2018, under instructions of ITNL, several of the Indian staff 

employed by its project companies, had returned to India. However, a few 

Indian employees were not being allowed to leave Ethiopia for past several 

weeks on account of unpaid dues of locals.

“Of those, three employees returned to India between December 2018 and 

January 2019; and further four employees have returned to India on 24 

February,” IL&FS said.

“The company takes this opportunity to thank all the agencies, including 
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Ministry of External affairs, Indian Embassy in Addis Ababa and other 

authorities and regulators – in India and Ethiopia –, for their tireless efforts 

towards facilitating the safe return of its employees from Ethiopia,” it added.

Brokerages trade weaker post SEBI action
After last week’s action by the Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) 

against two commodity brokerages, concerns over possibility of similar action 

on the much larger equity business of the brokerages hit their valuations in 

Monday’s trade.

SEBI rejected the applications for registration of the commodity arms of 

MotilalOswal Financial Services and IIFL Holdings.

The regulator further directed that all their existing commodity broking clients 

be allowed to move to other brokerages within 45 days.

Additional rules

There was speculation as to whether the equity business would be subjected 

to additional regulatory compliance or proceedings since the commodity arms 

had been found unfit to function due to their alleged role in the Rs. 5,600-

crore settlement scam at the National Spot Exchange Ltd. (NSEL).

Shares of MotilalOswal Financial Services fell more than 2%, or Rs. 12.60, 

to Rs. 599.70. That the stock was in focus was further corroborated by the 

fact that the volume saw an eightfold rise on the BSE with 32,000 shares 

changing hands versus the two-week average of less than 4,000 shares.

IIFL Holdings too lost a little over 1%, or Rs. 3.85, to close at Rs. 361.50. 

During intra-day trades, however, the stock was down almost 9%, or Rs. 33, 

to touch a low of Rs. 332.50.

“Both the broking outfits feature among the largest equity brokerages and the 

regulator would take that into consideration even if it plans any further action,” 

said a fund manager who did not wish to be quoted.
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“The concerns stem from the fact that the regulator in the past had expanded 

the scope of ‘fit and proper’ definition to the entire conglomerate,” he 

added.

The NSEL matter saw SEBI acting against 63 Moons Technologies, formerly 

Financial Technologies, after the erstwhile Forward Markets Commission 

found it unfit to function in the commodity market. Both broking houses said 

while they were evaluating legal options, they believed that SEBI’s orders 

would not impact their other businesses.

Shares of JM Financial and Geojit Financial Services also lost ground before 

closing the day with gains.

Adani Group flies high in airport privatisation plan
The adage ‘the winner takes it all’ has come true in the case of the outcome 

of the latest round of Airports Authority of India’s (AAI) airport privatisation 

programme.

Ahmedabad-based Adani Group was named the winning bidder for all the 

five airports for which the bids were made public.

These include airports at Ahmedabad, Jaipur, Mangaluru, Lucknow and 

Thiruvananthapuram which are all run by AAI now and will undergo ownership 

change in 90 days.

Going by the bids, Adani Group, a new entrant in the airport space, has 

bid aggressively with the second-highest bidders quoting far less than the 

winner, indicating the aggression with which the group had placed its bids.

GMR, which had also bid for all the airports, was found to be lacking in 

aggression. For Jaipur, GMR had quoted Rs. 69 per passenger as against 

Adani’s Rs. 174 as per passenger fee.

“Now that all five airports have gone to one bidder, in the sector’s 

perspective, it is good. Now, a serious player has entered the field,” said 
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JagannarayanPadmanabhan, director, Crisil.

“The outcome also indicates that investors are looking at the airport sector,” 

he said. Through this, AAI would realise Rs. 2,500 crore in 90 days via upfront 

payment from the winning bidder and approximately Rs. 525 crore annually 

as concession fee.

This will enable AAI to invest in the development of new airports or modernising 

the existing ones.

Capacity expansion

“Based on illustrated estimates all these airports will be saturated between 

12 and 16 years and would require capacity expansion. Considering lack of 

availability of space, the opening of second airports outside the city should 

be set into motion,” said Mark Martin, founder and CEO, Martin Consulting.

An analyst, who did not wish to be named, questioned the rationale behind 

awarding all the airports to a single player who had no experience in running 

airports.

“Äll five going to one player is something I can’t digest,” the analyst said.

“”The airports [at the five locations] remain lifelines to their respective States 

that will enable us to infuse enhanced growth and give wings to the aspirations 

of the Indian people,” an Adani Group spokesperson said.

“We would be aiming to scale up the infrastructure to bring the facilities on 

par with global standards.”

Groupe PSA to launch Citroën cars in India
French auto major Groupe PSA said it planned to introduce Citroën brand in 

the Indian market as the range meets future industry norms and customer 

expectations.

The firm, which had signed a joint venture agreement with the CK Birla 

Group that once sold Ambassador cars in India, said the vehicles would be 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    
Economy

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

produced in Tamil Nadu. The first vehicle under the brand would be launched 

before the end of 2021, the company said.

During the presentation of FY2018 financial results and the second phase of 

its strategic plan, Carlos Tavares, chairman of the managing board, Groupe 

PSA, confirmed the group’s ambition to conquer new markets and announced 

that the Citroën brand had been chosen for the Indian market.

Citroën has been a popular brand since 1919 and in 2018, the group sold 

1.05 million vehicles of the brand in more than 90 markets.

The India project was announced as part of the ‘Push to Pass’ plan and 

launched at the beginning of 2017 with the signing of two joint venture 

agreements with the CK Birla Group.

The group’s aim is to “be Indian in India,” to manufacture vehicles and power 

trains in Tamil Nadu and to bring state-of-the-art technology for an eco-friendly 

new product range.

Making power trains

“This project means to be fully integrated in India with a comprehensive eco-

system including local production of vehicles and power trains, distribution 

of vehicles and services as well as procurements for the whole group,” said 

Emmanuel Delay, executive VP, head of India-Pacific region in a statement.

“Today’s milestone represents a significant step to meet customers’ expectation 

in India soon,” he said.

“We are very proud to launch Citroën in India. Building on the brand’s success 

in Europe with five consecutive years of growth, I am convinced that Citroën’s 

selling proposition of unique styling, eco-friendly and comfortable cars at the 

heart of the market has all the potential to satisfy Indian customers,” said 

Linda Jackson, CEO, Citroën.

“Announcement of Citroën brand for our vehicle JV in India, soon after the 

inauguration of the powertrain JV greenfield facility at Hosur in late 2018, is 

a major milestone for the long term partnership of PSA Groupe and CK Birla 
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Group,” said C.K. Birla, chairman, CK Birla Group of Companies.

“It is truly an exciting brand for the Indian consumers seeking international 

eco-friendly products designed for and made in India with unique styling and 

comfort,” Mr. Birla said.
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Russia suspends participation in N-pact
President Vladimir Putin  said Russia was suspending its participation in a 

key Cold War-era missile treaty in a mirror response to a U.S. move the day 

before. Moscow and Washington have long accused the other of violating the 

Intermediate-Range Nuclear Forces (INF) agreement, which was signed in 

1987.

President Donald Trump last year announced plans to withdraw unless Russia 

fulfilled its obligations.

Televised meeting

“Our American partners have announced they are suspending their 

participation in the deal, and we are also suspending our participation,” Mr. 

Putin said of the agreement, following a U.S. deadline for cooperation.

Mr. Putin said during a televised meeting with Foreign and Defence Ministers 

Sergei Lavrov and Sergei Shoigu that Russia would no longer initiate talks 

with the U.S. on disarmament. “We will wait until our partners have matured 

enough to conduct an equal, meaningful dialogue with us on this important 

topic,” the President said.

Brokered by U.S. President Ronald Reagan with last Soviet leader Mikhail 

Gorbachev, the treaty ended a superpower build-up of warheads that had 

frightened Europeans. It banned ground-launched missiles with a range of 

500 km to 5,500 km.

The deal addressed Soviet nuclear-tipped ballistic missiles targeting Western 

capitals, but put no restrictions on other major military actors such as China. 

President Donald Trump said  that Washington was starting a process to 

withdraw from the agreement in six months.

60-day deadline

The U.S. in December gave Moscow a 60-day deadline to dismantle missiles 

it said breached the agreement. But Moscow has insisted that the disputed 

9M729 missile is allowed under the treaty.
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Mr. Lavrov repeated Russian accusations that Washington itself has been in 

violation of the deal for many years. The Foreign Minister said Russia had 

“tried everything to save the treaty” in several rounds of diplomatic talks.

Mr. Putin also said Russia would “not be drawn into a costly new arms race”. 

Russia would only deploy intermediate- and short-range missiles in Europe 

or elsewhere in answer to similar moves from the U.S., he added. European 

leaders have voiced fears over the consequences of the treaty’s demise 

and called on Russia to address concerns before the U,S, formally leaves in 

August. Beijing  also expressed concern over the mutual suspension, calling 

for the U.S. and Russia to engage in “constructive dialogue”.

Mr. Lavrov at Saturday’s meeting voiced concerns that Washington’s decision 

to withdraw from the INF could jeopardise the extension of the New START 

treaty. That agreement, which caps the number of nuclear warheads held by 

Washington and Moscow, expires in 2021.

Macedonia to become NATO’s 30th member
The North Atlantic Treaty Organisation (NATO) said  that its 29 members will  

clear the way for Macedonia to become the alliance’s 30th member, following 

its historic name change.

“On 6 February we will write history: #NATO Allies will sign the accession 

protocol with the future Republic of North Macedonia,” said NATO Secretary 

General Jens Stoltenberg.

Macedonian Foreign Minister Nikola Dimitrov would attend the ceremony at 

NATO headquarters, he added.

Last month’s accord with Greece to change the name of the former Yugoslav 

republic to ‘Republic of North Macedonia’ ended one of the world’s longest 

diplomatic disputes, paving the way for Skopje to join NATO and the European 

Union.
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U.S., UN condemn heinous attack
The United States has reacted strongly to the terrorist attack on the Central 

Reserve Police Force (CRPF) convoy in Pulwama district of Jammu and 

Kashmir.

“The United States condemns in the strongest terms the heinous terrorist 

attack by a Pakistan-based terrorist group that killed over 40 Indian paramilitary 

forces and wounded at least 44 others. We express our deep condolences 

to the victims’ families, the Indian government, and the Indian people for 

the loss of life in this brutal attack,” a statement from the White House said  

evening.

Counter-terrorism steps

“The United States calls on Pakistan to end immediately the support and safe 

haven provided to all terrorist groups operating on its soil, whose only goal is 

to sow chaos, violence, and terror in the region. This attack only strengthens 

our resolve to bolster counter-terrorism cooperation and coordination between 

the United States and India,” the statement said.

The State Department had, earlier in the day, reacted via a separate 

statement.

“The UN-designated Pakistan-based terrorist group Jaish-e-Mohammed has 

claimed responsibility for this heinous act. We call on all countries to uphold 

their responsibilities pursuant to UN Security Council resolutions to deny safe 

haven and support for terrorists,” the statement said.

‘Bring to justice’

In New York, the United Nations Secretary-General’s office has also strongly 

condemned the attack and offered condolences. “We call for those behind the 

attack to be brought to justice,” a UN Spokesperson for Secretary- General 

AntónioGuterres said.

Several U.S. lawmakers condemned the attack that killed over 40 CRPF 

personnel.
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‘Stand with India’

“We stand with the people of India in condemning the terrorist attack in Jammu 

& Kashmir, and send our condolences and prayers to the victims [sic] families. 

We must all stand up against these jihadists and their ideology,” Democratic 

Congresswoman and presidential candidate TulsiGabbard said on Twitter.

“Countries must not allow terrorist groups like Jaish-e-Mohammed to operate 

with impunity,” House Foreign Affairs Committee Chairman Eliot Engel said, 

condemning the attack.

“The United States stands strongly with India and I send my condolences to the 

families of the victims,” said Congressman Tom Suozzi, whose Congressional 

district in New York City (Queens) has a significant Indian population.

Collective effort

Congressman George Holding, co-chair of the Congressional Caucus for 

India and Indian Americans, also offered his condolences. “The United 

States stands with the good people of India and the Indian government in our 

collective effort to end violent extremism and terrorism,” Mr. Holding wrote on 

Twitter.

Indian-American Members of Congress also conveyed their condolences with 

Democratic Congresswoman PramilaJayapal calling the attack “heartbreaking” 

and her colleague, Congressman Raja Krishnamoorthi saying, “We must all 

stand united against terrorism.”

How prepared is Britain for a no-deal Brexit?
Among the steps the British government took in recent months to show its 

preparedness for a no-deal Brexit was the decision to award a contract to 

run additional ferry freight services between the southeast English town of 

Ramsgate and the Belgian city of Ostend.

The £13.8-million contract for the supply of additional freight capacity was 
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awarded to British company Seaborne Freight to avoid “potential disruption of 

trade”, the government contract noted, explaining that the tender opportunities 

for the contract had been limited because of the “extreme urgency” of the 

situation. It was the smallest of three freight supply contracts awarded, but 

quickly came under the spotlight after it emerged that Seaborne Freight, 

which had started operating only in 2017, had never operated a ferry route 

and did not own any ship.

The body representing Britain’s road haulage industry expressed deep 

scepticism as to whether the company could be ready on time, given the 

vast amount of work (including staff recruitment and training) that needed to 

be carried out by the end of March, when Britain is due to leave the EU.

However, Britain’s Transport Minister Chris Grayling remained adamant that it 

was the right decision. He defended the decision as support to a “new British 

business” on a BBC radio show. However, days later, the story continued to 

unwind as it emerged that Seaborne Freight’s terms and conditions section 

on its website appeared to have been lifted from those of a takeaway/

delivery service, referring to the placement of an order, and recommending 

that customers check goods “before agreeing to pay for any meal/order” and 

ensure the delivery address was correct.

While the fiasco prompted much online and offline jesting, many pointed to 

the worrying message it sent about Britain’s ‘no-deal Brexit’ preparedness 

(currently the default scenario for 11 p.m. on March 29 if MPs fail to come 

behind a withdrawal agreement that can also win support of EU leaders).

Still, the government remained adamant that the contract had been 

appropriately awarded, pointing to its team’s “extensive experience” of 

operating ferry services, and the backing it had got from a number of “large 

institutional investors”. However, it emerged last week that one of those 

alleged backers had only been intending to invest and had now “unexpectedly” 

withdrawn from those plans. “In light of this and after very careful assessment, 
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I took the decision to terminate this contract,” Mr. Grayling told Parliament last 

week, as he faced down calls for his resignation.

However, the cancellation has not ended the scandal as Britain’s National 

Audit Office revealed that £8,00,000 had been spent on external consultants 

to assess the three bids and also noted that the department had judged the 

bid from Seaborne as a “high risk” proposition, noting it had neither ships 

nor binding contracts to use the ports it was contracted to operate from. 

Labour’s Jeremy Corbyn suggested that the controversy was symbolic of the 

government’s “costly, shambolic and deliberately evasive” handling of Brexit.

Even beyond the symbolism, the situation raises major questions about 

Britain’s preparedness for no-deal. According to government assessments, 

“severe disruption” of the normal flow of goods between Britain and the EU 

is expected to last up to six months. The Seaborne row will continue to haunt 

the government. The British and French firms responsible for operating the 

Channel Tunnel launched proceedings against the government over the 

freight service contracts. The trial is set to take place in March.

Fiji to maintain China-India balance
Both India and China are important partners of Fiji and the island nation will 

continue to strengthen ties with the two Asian giants, its High Commissioner 

to India, Yogesh Punja, has said.

“It’s a balancing act... We are engaging with both. We have good relationship 

with both countries. We have defence cooperation not only with China but 

Russia at the same time. We have all the players on the table, depending 

on who has more love,” Mr. Punja told The Hindu in an interview. “I am not 

saying no to one and yes to the other. We work with both. The more love goes 

to the one who gives us more love in return.”

He said that politically Fiji was more attached to India. “We have more in 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    International

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

common with India. We understand the aspirations of India.” Of the 9,00,000 

people of the south Pacific island nation, some 40% are of Indian origin.

Infra project

Asked about Fiji’s participation in the China-led transborder infrastructure 

project, Belt and Road Initiative, Mr. Punja said his country had signed up 

with the Chinese for several infrastructure projects but “we do not want to 

be dependent on loans.”

In an indirect reference to China’s debt diplomacy, which faces criticism for 

entrapping smaller powers in prolonged debt burdens, the High Commissioner 

said: “The Chinese experience in the Pacific is well known... We have learnt 

from what we have seen. We are using Chinese loans for our infrastructure 

development...[but] the government is functioning with the agenda that we 

do not throw the baby out with the bathwater.”

Defence agreement

Both India and Fiji signed a defence agreement in 2017 with a goal to deepen 

cooperation in maritime security and provide training for Fiji troops. Asked 

about the pact, the High Commissioner said he can’t discuss the details 

of defence cooperation. “But we are bringing personnel here for training 

purposes and we are also negotiating for some equipment and things like 

that. It’s all there.”

He added that there are a number of areas other than defence that both 

sides have identified to strengthen bilateral ties. “We have close to 28 

MoUs on the table,” said the envoy. These include MoUs on sugar industry, 

agriculture and tourism. Fiji is a major producer of sugar. The state-owned 

Fiji Sugar Corporation (FSC) is the largest public enterprise in the country, 

employing some 3,000 people.

Mr. Punja added that Fiji is planning to focus on attracting more Indian 

tourists to the country.
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Climate change

S.N. Srikanth, Honorary Consul of Fiji, said that the Consulate in Chennai 

would announce some initiatives in collaboration with the High Commission 

to create awareness of climate change in South India and to make available 

the experience and expertise that Fiji has in these matters.

EU, Germany join calls for Pakistan to act on terror
Calling on Pakistan to take “clear and sustainable” actions against terror 

groups including those who have taken responsibility for the Pulwama attack, 

the European Union joined a number of international entities attempting to 

defuse tensions between New Delhi and Islamabad over the weekend.

In a telephone call with Pakistan Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi 

, EU Vice-President and High Representative for Foreign Affairs Federica 

Mogherini “stressed the urgency to de-escalate the situation and confirmed 

that the European Union is also in contact with Indian counterparts,” an EU 

statement released  said.

Pushing dialogue

“The European Union’s policy has always been to promote a dialogue between 

Pakistan and India to sort out differences… [Pakistan] needs to continue 

addressing terrorism including clear and sustained actions targeting not only 

all UN-listed terrorist groups but also individuals claiming responsibility for 

such attacks,” the statement said.

In another call , details of which were released , Mr. Qureshi called German 

Foreign Minister Heiko Maas to discuss Pakistan’s concerns with tensions 

post-Pulwama. “FM Heiko Maas … appealed to both sides to work to de-

escalate the situation. Specifically, Pakistan resolutely needs to put a stop to 

cross-border terrorism,” the German Foreign Ministry said.

The statements shared a sharp tone in telling Pakistan to act against the 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    International

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

Jaish-e-Mohammad, Lashkar-e-Taiba and other banned groups, something 

welcomed by External Affairs Ministry officials.

However, the Ministry did not respond to questions on the flurry of calls 

for “de-escalation”, or any hint of mediation by other countries, seen as 

interference in India’s bilateral affairs.

Swaraj visit

Mr. Qureshi spoke to Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi , in a conversation 

just ahead of Mr. Wang’s meeting with External Affairs Minister Sushma 

Swaraj when she travels to Shanghai and Wuzhen for the Russia-India-

China trilateral.

“State Councillor Wang Yi … agreed that the unfolding regional situation 

was serious with implications for peace and security of the region,” said a 

statement issued by the Pakistani Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

Earlier, U.S. President Donald Trump confirmed that Washington was 

“talking” to both India and Pakistan. Saudi Arabia’s Deputy Foreign Minister 

Adel-Al Jubeir, who accompanied Crown Prince Mohammad Bin Salman to 

the region last week, had said their objective was “to de-escalate tensions 

between the two countries”.

The series of calls by Mr. Qureshi followed a statement by Pakistan Prime 

Minister Imran Khan, where he climbed down from his previous statement 

on retaliating with force to any attack from India. Mr. Khan said Pakistan 

would investigate on the basis of any evidence shared by India on the group 

responsible for the Pulwama attack, but linked the escalation post-Pulwama 

to “elections in India”.

“PM Modi should give peace a chance,” Mr. Khan said.

The Ministry did not respond to Mr. Khan’s statement .
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Kartarpur corridor site plans shared with Pak.
India has shared with Pakistan coordinates of the ‘zero point’ along the 

border in Punjab’s Gurdaspur district where the 100-yard corridor, leading 

to the Kartarpur Sahib shrine, will be built.

“The notification to acquire land for an Integrated Checkpost (ICP) will be 

issued. The Punjab government has assured that the land will be made 

available for both projects [the highway and ICP] by mid-March,” said a 

senior Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) official.

Sikh groups have been petitioning governments in New Delhi and Islamabad 

to build a pilgrim corridor over the border from Dera Baba Nanak in 

Gurdaspur to Kartarpur in Pakistani Punjab’s Narowal province. The plan is 

to complete the project by November 23, 2019, the 550th birth anniversary 

of Guru Nanak.

On January 19, Pakistan announced that it had shared the draft of the 

agreement, to be signed by the two governments, for “facilitation of (Indian) 

Sikh Yatrees to visit the Gurudwara, Darbar Sahib Kartarpur, Narowal, 

Pakistan”.

A high level meeting was held  by the Union Home Secretary Rajiv Gauba to 

fast track the project. It was attended by Punjab chief secretary Karan Avtar 

Singh, Border Security Force DG R.K. Misra, Indian High Commissioner in 

Islamabad Ajay Bisaria and senior officers of other agencies. “The meeting 

discussed land acquisition for the highway and for the Integrated Check Post 

(ICP). It was informed that the preliminary notification for land acquisition for 

the highway had already been issued,” the MHA official said.

A detailed plan of the ICP is expected to be finalised within the next few 

days, said the official. “The meeting was informed that coordinates of zero 

point have been communicated to Pakistan,” he added.

After the meeting, Mr. Singh told reporters, “India will give draft agreement 
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on Kartarpur to Pakistan and the modalities will be over within a month.”

New immigration checkpoint for Kartarpur Sahib corridor
The Home Ministry has designated the Dera Baba Nanak land check 

post in Gurdaspur district, the exit and entry point in Punjab for visiting 

the Kartarpur Sahib Gurdwara in Pakistan, as an authorised immigration 

checkpoint. In a notification, the Ministry said that anyone with valid travel 

documents could exit or enter through the check post.

“In pursuance of sub-rule (b) of rule 3 of the Passport (Entry into India) 

Rules, 1950, the central government hereby designates Dera Baba Nanak 

Land Check Post of District Gurdaspur, Punjab State as an authorised 

Immigration Check Post for entry into/exit from India with valid travel 

documents for all classes of passengers,” the notification said. Sikh bodies 

have been petitioning both the governments to build a pilgrim corridor 

over the border from Dera Baba Nanak in Gurdaspur to Kartarpur in the 

Narowal province of Pakistani Punjab. The plan is to complete the project 

by November 23, the 550th birth anniversary of Guru Nanak.

On November 26 last year, Vice-President M. Venkaiah Naidu laid the 

foundation stone of the Dera Baba Nanak-Kartarpur Sahib Corridor (up to 

the International Border) at an event at Mann village in Gurdaspur district. 

On November 28, Pakistani Prime Minister Imran Khan laid the foundation 

stone of the 4-km corridor on the Pakistan side, which is expected to be 

completed by 2019.

India inks contract for 72,000 assault rifles
After several failed attempts to equip the infantry with a basic rifle, the Army  

signed a contract with Sig Sauer of the U.S. for 72,400 SIG716 assault 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    India and 
the World

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

rifles for front-line soldiers deployed in operational areas.

“A contract for 72,400 assault rifles through fast track procurement was signed 

with Sig Sauer,” the Defence Ministry said in a statement. The entire lot will 

be delivered in 12 months.

Of the 72,400 rifles, 66,400 are meant for the Army, 2,000 for the Navy and 

4,000 for the Air Force. The broad parameters for the weapon are an effective 

range of 500 m and weight of less than 3 kg. The new rifles will replace the 

Indian National Small Arms System (INSAS) rifles.

The Defence Ministry also issued the Expression of Interest (EoI) for a deal 

to buy 111 naval utility helicopters. This is the first project to be executed 

through the strategic partnership policy. Under this, the chosen Indian private 

company will team up with the Original Equipment Manufacturer to build the 

product in India.

The EoI follows the Request for Information (RFI). The Navy will likely issue 

a detailed Request for Proposal (RFP) at the end of the third quarter of this 

year to short-listed Indian companies.

The copters will replace the ageing Chetak fleet.

India, Maldives reverse visa stand-off
India and Maldives  exchanged an agreement to facilitate visas for travel 

between the two countries in a number of categories, easing a bilateral stand-

off which had resulted in thousands of Indian job seekers being denied work 

permits last year.

“This Agreement provides a very liberal visa regime for Maldivian nationals 

to visit India for tourism, business, education & medical purposes. It also 

makes it easier for Indians to travel to Maldives for business purposes,” 

the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) said in a statement, announcing the 

exchange of diplomatic notes for the implementation of the “Visa Facilitation 
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Agreement”. The agreement was signed in December of last year during the 

visit of Maldives President IbuSolih.

Under the agreement, the government will free up the visa regime for Maldives 

citizens who travel to India for medical reasons and for education in particular. 

This will include allowing Maldives citizens who receive a visa on arrival in 

India to change their visa status to medical visas if they require hospitalisation 

during their stay.

For attendants

Medical visas will also be granted to attendants to accompany patients. The 

government has also agreed to grant visas for parents and other dependants 

to live in India while their children attend school here. The facilitation has been 

a long pending demand of the Maldives government, given the difficulties 

faced by thousands of short term visa applicants each year.

The agreement will ease visas on arrival for Indian businessmen, and bring 

cheer to Indians applying for work in the Maldives, as it stipulates that work 

permits will be issued within 15 days to Indian employees, and the visa fees 

will be paid by employers in the Maldives.

U.S. to discuss trade, e-com rules with India
U.S. Ambassador Kenneth I. Juster will lead a delegation of officials to hold 

talks with Union Commerce Minister Suresh Prabhu to resolve several sore 

trade points, including the concerns of American CEOs regarding doing 

business in India and bilateral trade imbalance.

The status of the review of India’s eligibility for the Generalised System of 

Preferences (GSP) is also likely to come up in the light of recent developments 

where the U.S. has again threatened to withdraw the export exemptions 

for India. U.S. Commerce Secretary Wilbur Ross will participate via video 

conferencing. Other issues that had particularly incensed American businesses 
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are India’s new data localisation rules that force foreign companies to store 

Indians’ data within the country, and rules amending FDI rules in e-commerce 

that had hurt American giants like Amazon and Walmart. These are likely to 

be high on the agenda of Thursday’s Indo-U.S. CEO Forum.

Higher import tariffs

Trade tensions between the two countries rose last March when U.S. President 

Donald Trump notified the imposition of higher import tariffs on steel and 

aluminium, which affected several countries, including India. In retaliation, 

India announced counter-tariffs on 29 American goods, worth about $235 

million, but has delayed implementing them in the hope of resolving the 

matter.

President Trump’s order was followed closely by the office of the U.S. Trade 

Representative (USTR) announcing that it was putting India’s eligibility for GSP 

— under which India is allowed duty-free exports to the U.S. for about 2,000 

product lines — under review. While the move was protested by the Indian 

government and industry chambers alike, the review was still in progress.

“GSP boosts the competitiveness of American manufacturers by lowering 

their costs,” Sanjay Budhia, chairman, CII National Committee on EXIM, 

said. “Approximately two-thirds of U.S. imports under GSP are raw materials, 

components, or machinery and equipment used by U.S. companies to 

manufacture goods in the U.S. for domestic consumption or for export. These 

benefits are real.”

Mr. Ross will also try to resolve trade imbalance between India and the U.S., 

a sore point raised by President Trump. India’s exports to the U.S. in 2017-18 

stood at $47.9 billion, while imports were $26.7 billion. He had earlier raised 

the issue of unequal trade and tariffs between the two countries.
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India signs defence pacts with Germany and Sweden
India concluded defence cooperation and security protection agreements with 

Germany and Sweden during the ongoing visit of Defence Minister Nirmala 

Sitharaman there.

“The agreement that Nirmala Sitharaman and I signed today is an important 

step in implementing the action plan on deeper cooperation with India,” 

Peter Hultqvist, Swedish Minister for Defence said after signing the security 

protection agreement between the two countries.

Classified information

The agreement will enable both the countries to share classified information 

with each other, a Swedish Embassy release said.

India and Sweden have had a memorandum of understanding on cooperation 

in the area of defence since 2009.

Germany visit

Earlier in Germany on February 12 to 13, Ms. Sitharaman met her counterpart 

Dr. Ursula von der Leyen and signed an implementing arrangement on 

enhanced defence and defence industry cooperation to strengthen military 

to military engagement as well as defence industry and research and 

development linkages.

Both Germany and Sweden are important suppliers of defence equipment to 

India and their companies are currently in the race for multi-billion tenders to 

supply submarines and fighter aircraft.

Iran to promote Chabahar as curbs will hit main port
With U.S. sanctions threatening Iran’s main port of Bandar Abbas, the Iranian 

government is planning to promote the Chabahar port being developed by 

India in a major conference on February 26, highlighting the potential of the 

Indian Ocean port beyond India-Afghan trade alone.
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India is sending an official delegation to the event led by the Shipping Ministry, 

where about 200 guests from 35 countries have been invited, officials said.

The event will also bring into focus a tightrope India must walk, with the U.S. 

tensions with Iran on one side, in order to achieve the triple aims of trade with 

Afghanistan, bypassing Pakistan and posing a counter to the China-Pakistan 

developed Gwadar port nearby.

Focal point

“The government of Iran wants to build Chabahar as the focal point with 

the entire coastline of 1,000 kilometres to be developed for oil refineries, 

petrochemical and steel factories, and other projects,” the newly appointed 

Iranian Ambassador to India Ali Chegeni told The Hindu in an exclusive 

interview. “We want to promote Chabahar as a hub where big ships can 

enter, offload to smaller ships that can go easily to other ports as well.”

The potential for inland trade, according to Mr. Chegeni, goes well beyond the 

present plan of trade from India-Afghanistan via Chabahar, as he revealed the 

government’s plans to connect ‘via Turkmenistan to Central Asia, via Turkey 

to Europe, and via Iraq to Syria and the Mediterranean’ countries. “Once the 

railroad from Chabahar connects to Zahedan, many more opportunities will 

open up,” he said.

MoU signed

India has committed to building the 500-kilometre $1.6 billion railway from 

Chabahar to Zahedan, which are both in the Sistan-Baluchistan province, 

and an MoU worth $2 billion was signed by the Railway Ministry last February 

during Iran President Hassan Rouhani’s visit to India.

Saudi vows to ‘de-escalate’ India-Pakistan tensions
Saudi Arabia’s Foreign Minister vowed to “de-escalate” rising tensions 

between Pakistan and India as Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman 
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prepares to travel to New Delhi.

Adel al-Jubeir spoke at a press conference in Islamabad as Pakistan recalled 

its envoy from New Delhi for “consultations” after last week’s terror attack in 

Pulwama. “Our objective is to try to de-escalate tensions between the two 

countries, neighbouring countries, and to see if there is a path forward to 

resolving those differences peacefully,” said Mr. Jubeir. Following the pledge, 

the Crown Prince — known as MBS — held a series of meetings  with the 

Pakistani leadership.

After his arrival late, MBS signed $20 billion in investment deals with cash-

strapped Islamabad and vowed to free thousands of Pakistani prisoners in 

Saudi custody. Islamabad is facing a serious balance of payments crisis 

and hopes the huge deals signed over the two-day visit — seven separate 

agreements and memorandums of understanding — will boost its struggling 

economy. Pakistan laid on a lavish welcome for the Prince, including a 21-

gun salute, fighter jet escort and honour guard. He also received the country’s 

highest civilian award Monday, the Nishan-e-Pakistan (Order of Pakistan).

Pakistan has also been accused by its western neighbour Iran of harbouring 

militants who carried out an attack that killed 27 Revolutionary Guards last 

week. The Guards’ commander has also vowed to make Pakistan pay. Mr. 

Jubeir also noted that Riyadh continues to participate in a months-long push 

by Washington for peace talks in Afghanistan, saying that if the war-torn 

country can be stabilised “it will be to benefit... the region as a whole”.

PM, Saudi Crown Prince to discuss cross-border terror
In a special gesture, Prime Minister Narendra Modi  received Saudi Arabia’s 

Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman at the airport here, signifying the 

importance India attaches to the visit by the leader of the powerful Gulf 

nation.
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The Crown Prince arrived here on a visit for under 30 hours, a day after 

concluding his high-profile tour of Pakistan where he said dialogue was 

the only way to resolve “outstanding issues” between India and Pakistan. 

According to the External Affairs Ministry, the Crown Prince will leave here 

around 11.50 p.m. .

External Affairs Ministry spokesperson Raveesh Kumar tweeted, “A new 

chapter in bilateral relations. Breaking protocol, PM @narendramodi personally 

receives HRH Prince Mohammed bin Salman bin Abdulaziz Al-Saud, Crown 

Prince of Saudi Arabia as he arrives on his first bilateral visit to India!”

The Saudi leader, who returned to Riyadh from Pakistan and Mr. Modi will 

hold extensive talks  during which India is likely to raise strongly the issue of 

Pakistan-sponsored terrorism.

Mr. Modi and Mr. Salman are expected to look at ways to enhance defence 

ties, including holding a joint naval exercise, official sources said.

His visit comes against the backdrop of the escalating tension between India 

and Pakistan following the Pulwama terror attack carried out by Pakistan-

based Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM) terror group in which 40 CRPF were killed.

In a joint statement, Pakistan and Saudi Arabia  called for avoiding 

“politicisation” of the UN listing regime at a time when India was stepping 

up efforts to brand the JeM terror group’s chief Masood Azhar as a global 

terrorist.

Saudi Arabia’s Minister of State for Foreign Affairs Adel al-Jubeir said in 

Islamabad that Riyadh would try to “de-escalate” tensions between India and 

Pakistan in the wake of the Pulwama attack.

Official sources said Saudi Arabia was no longer accepting Pakistan’s narrative 

on Kashmir and cross-border terrorism and that India would forcefully raise 

the issue of Pakistan’s support to terror groups during delegation-level talks 

between Mr. Modi and the Crown Prince.

They said the joint statement to be issued after talks between the two sides is 
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likely to have strong reference about terrorism and ways to deal with it.

Official sources said there has been a “change” in the way Saudi Arabia 

looked at relations between India and Pakistan and that the powerful Gulf 

nation had a better understanding of the cross-border terrorism.

India pitches for global action against terrorism
The MEA announced that on request from the Indian leader the Crown Prince 

ordered the release of 850 prisoners from Saudi jails before his visit came to 

an end.

The Crown Prince said, “We have also diversified to the petrochemical sector 

in India. Since 2016, we have achieved many goals with India and we think 

there is a potential for investing $100 billion.” Prime Minister Modi praised the 

Saudi role as a crucial energy supplier to India and said that both sides are 

moving towards sustainable energy.

A joint statement issued at the end of the visit, agreed to expedite the work for 

the $44 billion West Coast Refinery and Petrochemical Project.

The visit is the first by the Saudi dignitary who is known to have brought in a 

new vision to the oil-rich economy.

Mr. Modi described Saudi Arabia as one of India’s most valuable strategic 

partners.

Responding to India’s position on Pakistan, the Saudi side said that it will 

support India’s security needs. “We will share intelligence with India and other 

countries to prevent terrorism,” said Mohammed Bin Salman, even though 

he did not mention cross-border terrorism from Pakistan during his press 

conference.

The joint statement urged for early adoption of the UN Comprehensive 

Convention on International Terrorism and pitched for “comprehensive 

sanctioning of terrorists and their organisations by the UN.”
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Both sides also resolved to create a “Comprehensive Security Dialogue” 

consisting of National Security Advisers and set up a Joint Working Group on 

Counter Terrorism. Both sides also launched a Strategic Partnership Council 

that will be led by the Prime Minister and the Crown Prince.

During the visit of Mohammed Bin Salman, Saudi Arabia joined the International 

Solar Alliance (ISA).

Wuzhen meet to discuss attack
India and China are expected to hold their first high-level talks on the Pulwama 

terror attack on February 27, when External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj 

meets her counterparts from Beijing and Moscow in Wuzhen, a diplomatic 

source said.

An official source told The Hindu that so far, Chinese officials had interacted 

with their Indian counterparts in the UN to discuss the Pulwama incident.

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesman GengShuang, stressed that the three 

Foreign Ministers would pursue the “consensus” reached in November by the 

leaders of the three countries during their informal meeting on the sidelines 

of the G-20 summit in Argentina.

Asked what additional proof China required to impose a UN ban on JeM 

leader Masood Azhar, Mr. Geng said: “I have answered many questions 

regarding this. We know that 1267 committee of the Security Council has 

clear rules of procedure when it comes to designation of terrorists and terrorist 

organisations, and on this issue, we will adopt a constructive attitude to work 

with all sides.”

India, Russia close to inking multi-billion agreement for AK-
103 assault rifles
India and Russia are close to concluding an Inter-Governmental Agreement 
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(IGA) for a multi-billion deal to locally bulk manufacture AK-103 assault rifles 

in the next few months, Victor N. Kladov, Director International Cooperation 

and Regional Policy of Rostec State Corporation told The Hindu at the 

ongoing Aero India.

However, he brushed aside concerns of U.S. sanctions on the defence deals, 

flagging money transfers as the issue.

India has signed several multi-billion dollar defence deals with Russia in the 

last couple of years and more are in the pipeline.

“We expect it to be signed anytime soon. It is in the final stage of negotiations. 

A Government-to-Government agreement is being prepared and will be 

signed in the nearest future. Upon signing that, there will be direct business 

negotiations between Kalashnikov from our side and India’s Ordnance 

Factory Board (OFB), Mr. Kladov said in a conversation with The Hindu.

The Army has recently signed a contract for 72,400 assault rifles from Sig 

Sauer of the U.S. and another tender for 93,895 Close Quarter Battle (CQB) 

carbines is in advanced stage of conclusion. These rifles are for frontline 

troops deployed in forward areas.

However, the Army is looking to replace the indigenous INSAS (Indian 

National Small Arms System) rifles in use with a modern rifle. The AK-103 

will be bulk produced by the OFB with technology transfer.

Mr. Kladov stated that initially different companies were proposed from the 

Indian side for the tie-up. However, the Indian government realised it would 

be “wrong to pick up a start-p company” and arrange for production of such 

sophisticated equipment, he stated.

Cautious China urges India, Pak. to improve ties
China  has responded cautiously to Indian air strikes across the Line of 

Control (LoC), criticising New Delhi for taking unilateral action but urging 
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both India and Pakistan to improve ties.

Asked to comment on India’s assertion that it had targeted terrorist camps 

and not Pakistani military sites, Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Lu 

Kang said New Delhi should have avoided unilateral action, and instead 

dealt with the situation through “international cooperation”.

“As for India’s claims on taking action against terrorism, fighting terrorism is 

a global practice. It needs to be dealt with by international cooperation. And 

India needs to create a favourable condition internationally for that,” Mr. Lu 

said.

China has repeatedly placed a “technical hold” on designating Masood Azhar, 

head of the Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM) — a UN designated terror group based 

in Pakistan — as an international terrorist by the 1267 committee of the UN 

Security Council, as demanded by India and other Permanent members of 

the Council. The JeM has claimed responsibility for the February 14 attack 

on a paramilitary convoy that killed 40 troops.

But instead of singling out India for steps to defuse the crisis, Mr. Lu advocated 

that the onus was on both New Delhi and Islamabad to cultivate a “sound 

relationship”.

“We have taken note of relevant reports. I want to say that India and Pakistan 

are important countries. A sound relationship and cooperation serves the 

interests of peace and stability in South Asia. Both parties (should) remain 

restrained and do more to improve bilateral relations,” he said.

Call for dialogue

Chinese news agency Xinhua reported that , Chinese Foreign Minister and 

State Councillor Wang Yi called upon India and Pakistan to ease tensions 

arising from the Pulwama attack “through dialogue as soon as possible and 

avoid an escalation of the situation”. He urged both sides to collaborate on 

fighting terrorism and jointly safeguard the security and stability of South 
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Asia.

The Chinese Foreign Minister advocated a bilateral engagement during 

a telephonic conversation with his Pakistani counterpart, Shah Mahmood 

Qureshi.

China is expected to further elaborate on its stance , when Mr. Wang meets 

External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj on the sidelines of the Foreign 

Ministerial meeting of Russia-India-China (RIC) in Wuzhen in East China.

Russia, led by Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov, is also expected to weigh in 

on the post-Pulwama situation between India and Pakistan.

China offers tacit support to India
China  appeared to have walked a thin line by tacitly supporting Indian air 

strikes against the Jaish-e-Mohammad (JeM) terrorist camp in Pakistan, 

but making it plain that it would not label Islamabad as a state sponsor of 

terrorism.

China’s deft balancing act became visible during comments by Chinese 

State Councillor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi during the course of the 

Russia-India-China (RIC) Foreign Ministers’ meeting in the picturesque town 

of Wuzhen.

Without referring to the cross-border attack by the Indian Air Force  on a JeM 

training camp in Balakot, Mr. Wang said that it was “especially important” to 

“eradicate the breeding grounds of terrorism and extremism.”

Endorsing the Chinese Foreign Minister’s remarks, External Affairs Minister 

Sushma Swaraj on two occasions referred to Mr. Wang’s observation.

In response to a question on whether there was divergence on the Pulwama 

attack between India and China, Ms. Swaraj said: “As far as joint strategy 

is concerned, you just heard Foreign Minister Wang Yi’s speech. What he 

said during his concluding statement, he reiterated here, and he said that we 
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would cooperate on eradicating the breeding grounds of terrorism.”

Referring to the adoption of a common approach by the three RIC countries, 

Ms. Swaraj said that, “This is not only a common strategy for the three of 

us, but it is resolution for the three of us.”

But the Chinese Foreign Minister also said Pakistan was opposed to 

terrorism.

“China, Russia and India have reaffirmed our strong opposition to terrorism 

in its various forms and manifestations. At the same time, we believe that 

Pakistan has always been opposed to terrorism,” Mr. Wang observed.

Referring to the “recent developments between India and Pakistan,” Mr. 

Wang said he appreciated “statements by Indian and Pakistani friends 

saying that they would exercise restraint and avoid escalation of the 

situation.”

‘Mutual friend’

Besides, describing China as a “mutual friend” of India and Pakistan, he 

hoped that both countries “can conduct dialogue to establish facts through 

investigations to keep things under control and maintain peace and stability 

in the region.”

Short of offering mediation, the Chinese Foreign Minister said that Beijing 

was “playing a constructive role not the opposite.”

Russia, Iran advise restraint
Russia  called upon both India and Pakistan to de-escalate tensions in 

South Asia that intensified after Pakistan carried out a raid inside Kashmir.

In a statement, Dmitry Peskov, Press Secretary of the Russian President, 

said, President Vladimir Putin was following the developments including 

India’s strike on the Balakot, safe pad for terror suspects, and Pakistan’s 
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raid inside Kashmir . “We are extremely concerned about the news coming 

in, we are very closely monitoring the situation and, of course, we urge all 

parties to show restraint,” said Mr. Peskov.

Iran asked for restraint with Foreign Minister JavadZarif urging both sides to 

ensure peace in the region. Iranian news outlets reported that Mr. Zarif had 

stated he would speak to his Indian counterpart, Sushma Swaraj.

Nepal asked for “utmost restraint” and dialogue. Sri Lanka called for peace 

in the region, and asked India and Pakistan “to act in a manner that ensures 

peace and stability”.

Air strike was pre-emptive: Sushma tells China, Russia
“This terrorist attack is the direct result of the impunity and cover provided 

to the JeM and its leaders by the Pakistani side,” she said.

Ms. Swaraj made it plain to Mr. Wang that “the entire UN had spoken with 

one voice condemning the terrorist attack.”

Wuhan spirit

Despite India’s ongoing tensions with Pakistan, the Chinese Foreign Minister 

pointed to Beijing’s intent to pursue the “Wuhan spirit” — a reference to 

the two-day dialogue between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Chinese 

President Xi Jinping to reboot India-China ties. “Last year, President Xi 

and Prime Minister Modi held a very important meeting at Wuhan, and this 

meeting led bilateral relations into an honest and stable new stage. Led by 

the leaders, all levels of bilateral relationship are doing well. Every level 

of the two countries and also international society are more optimistic of 

our bilateral relationship. In 2019, we are going to keep working on the 

consensus of the two leaders,” Mr. Wang said in his opening remarks.

Referring to the Wuhan informal summit, the External Affairs Minister said 

the decision to pursue “strategic communication” by the two leaders provided 
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an “important foundation for the development of our bilateral relations.”

“This channel of strategic communication between the two of us and between 

senior officials of our two sides should always remain open.”

Stressing the importance of maintaining the Wuhan spirit, she said: “It is 

important for both sides to make sure the thorough and effective implementation 

of guidance given by the two leaders. Both sides have made efforts, and this 

should sustain the efforts.”
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GSAT-31 to be launched from Kourou next week
The Indian Space Research Organisation will get its new communication 

satellite GSAT-31 aloft in space on February 6 from French Guiana on a hired 

European rocket. GSAT-31, weighing roughly 2,500 kg, will replace the INSAT-

4CR. The latter with 12 Ku-band transponders was put to orbit in September 

2007 to drive what was then a new DTH industry. The launch of Ariane-5 V247 

mission is slated for 2.31 a.m. IST on February 6.

Nilavembukudineer kills dengue virus, protects from 
chikungunya
Under in vitro conditions, nilavembukudineer (a Siddha medicine) was found 

to provide protection against chikungunya virus while it was effective as a 

treatment during acute phase of dengue infection. Dengue subtype-2, which 

is the most prevalent subtype in India, was used for testing the formulation. 

There was significant antiviral activity of the formulation at 3% of human dose 

onwards. Currently, there is no treatment for dengue and chikungunya.

The Tamil Nadu government had distributed nilavembukudineer concoction to 

treat people infected with dengue during the outbreak in late 2017.

Mode of action

A team of researchers led by Sujatha Sunil from the International Centre 

for Genetic Engineering and Biotechnology (ICGEB), Delhi found that 

thenilavembukudineer formulation was modulating the host response in the 

case of both chikungunya and dengue virus but in a different manner. The mode 

of action of the concoction is antiviral in the case of dengue while immuno-

modulatory in chikungunya infection. “The reason why we say the formulation 

is immuno-modulatory is because of the way nilavembukudineer acts upon 

viral infections in different types of cells,” says Dr. Sunil. However, the mode 

of action of the formulation on immuno-modulation is yet to be understood.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

To study the antiviral activity, the researchers tested the formulation on 

monocytes and macrophages in the case of dengue and epithelial kidney 

cells for chikungunya virus. “The monocytes and macrophages are the 

primary sites of infection in the case of dengue. And kidney is the secondary 

site of infection by chikungunya virus,” says Jaspreet Jain from the vector 

Borne Diseases Group at ICGEB and first author of a paper published in 

the Journal of Ayurveda and Integrative Medicine . The primary site of 

infection of chikungunya virus is fibroblasts before the virus enters the blood 

stream and then to different organs.

“The joints are the worst affected due to chikungunya virus infection. But we 

don’t have primary joint cell lines to test the formulation at this point,” says 

Dr. Sunil.

Safety studies

Safety studies showed that nilavembukudineer concoction was non-toxic 

starting from 3% (about 1.8 milligram per millilitre) of human dose. However, 

the researchers found that andrographis, which is the active ingredient ofnila

vembukudineer, when used alone was extremely toxic at 3% of human dose. 

Human dose is prepared by mixing 5 grams of nilavembukudineer in 240 ml 

of water. It is then boiled and reduced to 30 ml and consumed.

“This shows that nilavembukudineer as a formulation is safe for use in 

humans,” Dr. Sunil says. “The cytotoxicity of andrographis reduces drastically 

when given as a concoction with other ingredients of nilavembukudineer .” 

The nilavembukudineer herbal concoction is made by mixing nine ingredients 

in equal measure.

“The importance of herbal medicines lies in the fact that they use plant as a 

whole. This is important because if the modern concepts are used in alternative 

medicine and only active component is separated, then it will cease to act as 

a herbal medicine and will plainly act as a chemical drug which can be highly 

toxic/hazardous to the human body,” the paper notes.
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“Based on the results of our study we see the formulation working well for 

dengue and chikungunya infections especially during outbreak conditions,” 

she says.

Based on the positive results from in vitro studies, the researchers are in the 

process of studying the safety and mode of action of the formulation using 

mice models.

How rocking the bed promotes deep sleep and improves 
memory
SojaRajakumari,sojaa was a beautiful lullaby sung by K. L. Saigal; M.L 

Vasanthakumari has sung a series of lullabies in Tamil. Both are available 

on the Web. Lullabies are slow, gentle and accompany the rocking speed 

of the cradle in which the baby is placed. Most families invariably have a 

cradle, be it made of sandalwood and swung by silk ropes ( chandankapalna, 

reshamkidori, sung by Hemant Kumar) or a poor mother’s make-do one using 

a saree hung from a tree — it is the rocking that puts the baby to sleep. The 

lullaby is to soothe the baby’s mood. That music soothes the brain is known 

and is being understood in neurobiological terms (e.g., Chanda and Levitin, 

‘The neurochemistry of music’,Trends in Cognitive Sciences, April 2013). 

Thus, in the cradle the music is a bonus.

That rocking is sleep-inducing even in adults, particularly senior citizens who 

sit in a rocking chair trying to read a book after lunch. What is it about rocking 

that promotes sleep? This question is being answered recently by a Swiss 

neurobiology group. They have published two papers in the January 2019 

issue of Current Biology (http://doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2018.12.007, and also 

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cub.2018.12.028). The group decided to recruit 18 

young adults as volunteers, put in small metal electrode discs on their scalps 

and recorded the activity of their brains using a computer device called an 
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electroencephalogram or EEG. Each volunteer was put on a bed, and the 

bed was rocking rhythmically the whole night at a slow speed for 8 hours. 

For comparison, they were again asked to sleep later on the same beds, 

but this time with no rocking and their EEG recorded. All other conditions 

of the environment were the same, so that they could study the effect of 

rocking on the sensory processing of the brain. Comparison of the brain 

waves revealed that rocking promoted the volunteers falling asleep sooner, 

sleep more deeply and wake up less frequently.

Stages of sleep

Sleep in humans occurs in two different steps. During sleep, our eyes 

actually move even when closed. One phase is when the eyes more rapidly 

(referred to as rapid eye movement or REM sleep) and the other where 

REM does not occur or NREM. Most dreams occur during REM sleep and it 

is thought to play a role in memory, mood and learning. During rocking, the 

EEG pattern showed slow oscillations. Rocking allowed the brain to slowly 

fall in synchrony with the rocking stimulation and speed, thus entraining the 

brain and promoting deep NERM sleep.

How does this entrainment or synchrony occur? The brain has a central 

part called the thalamo-cortical network. This is a system of neural fibres 

that pass on electrical signals in the brain connecting the thalamus and the 

cortex regions and integrates the sensory information into so that the brain 

“feels”; it also plays a role in memory.

Does rocking during sleep affect memory? It does seem to help. In order to 

test this, the group gave the volunteers a simple test of pairing two words 

appropriately. The test was given after they had a night’s sleep in the rocking 

bed and again after they slept on the same bed which was not allowed to 

rock. The volunteers did better in the morning test when they were rocked! 

Thus the group concludes that rocking boosts deep sleep, sleep maintenance 
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and memory in healthy sleepers. How does this translate to rocking babies 

in cradles? Or should one test a set of volunteer senior citizens napping on a 

rocking chair post-lunch, and again when they nap when the chair does not 

rock? Interesting!

When you rock

The group wanted to know whether rocking promotes sleep in other mammals 

too. They decided to use mice as experimental animals. They placed electrodes 

on their heads and monitored the EEG (and also electromyograph patterns or 

EMG, which record how the skeletal muscles are affected) signals while the 

mice were sleeping in rocking cages and in stationary cages. Mice needed a 

faster rocking rate than us humans, but otherwise behaved the same way as 

humans do.

It has been believed that the effects of rocking are mediated through the 

vestibular system in the head. The vestibular system starts from the inner ear 

and goes to the central part of the brain. It is what helps us keeping balance while 

walking, feel the movement of an elevator going up or down, and lose balance 

just upon hearing a deafening noise (as on hearing Deepavali crackers). The 

role of the vestibular system in the mouse experiments become clear when 

the scientists tried the experiments using mice that have vestibular deficiency; 

these animals were insensitive to rocking. Based on these experiments with 

mice and men, the authors extrapolate to how they may be relevant to people 

with insomnia, mood disorder and memory impairment. They suggest that 

it might help such people, and even ageing populations, if they use rocking 

chairs while napping, and if possible, try and obtain a gently rocking bed.

If lullaby soothes the baby, should senior citizens too have any kind of soothing 

tunes as they nap? One site — sleepadsvisor.org — suggests a list of best 

relaxing music for sleeping, and that listening to music that has relaxing 

tones is best. Classical music pieces that have repeating slow tempo and no 

high notes are good, and meditation music and nature sounds are excellent. 
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The group named Indian Meditation Music gives several examples, most 

of them with flute as the basic instrument. Another site called Yellow Brick 

Cinema offers “Relaxing Piano Music 24/7”. And the Youtube also offers 

“RaagHansdhwani-Relaxation Music Therapy” and a whole hour of “Tampura 

Key D1 hour for Hindustani and Carnatic Relaxation Music”. Take your pick, 

relax and enjoy a nap!

CCMB uses paper-based device to determine lipid profile
A portable, cheap, point-of-care diagnostics for rapid determination of total 

cholesterol, HDL, LDL and triglycerides in a single run might become a 

possible with researchers at Centre for Cellular and Molecular Biology (CSIR-

CCMB), Hyderabad successfully fabricating a paper-based microfluidic 

device. The device has high specificity while the sensitivity is comparable 

with conventional methods. The device has to be validated with more blood 

samples.

The flower-shaped device with five arms is printed on a filter paper to 

simultaneously detect total cholesterol, HDL, LDL and triglycerides; the fifth 

arm acts as a control. Cholesterol and triglycerides can be detected in less 

than eight minutes using the microfluidic device. Only 10 microlitre of serum 

sample is needed to determine the four parameters.

“Sample requirement is less — 10 microlitre of serum. This can be obtained 

from 25 microlitre of blood,” says Dr.ShahilaParween from CCMB and first of 

a paper published in the journal Sensors and Actuators B: Chemical.

The filter paper is functionalised with aminosilane (3-aminoproplytriethoxysilane 

or APTES) and gold nanoparticles. The aminosilane acts as a binder to 

immobilise both gold nanoparticles and enzymes on the paper surface. While 

the enzymes react with the serum and help in detecting cholesterol and 

triglycerides, the gold nanoparticles enhance the intensity of the detection 
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dye to produce a visible change in colour based on the amount of cholesterol 

and triglycerides present in the sample.

“For quantifying the amount of total cholesterol, HDL, LDL, and triglycerides 

we should have a readout device. We are trying to collaborate with researchers 

from another institute who have already developed a readout device,” says 

Dr. Amit Asthana from CCMB who led the team. Meanwhile, quantification 

can be done by scanning the paper device and using an image analyser to 

measure the intensity of colour change in the paper in the reaction zone.

“Till such time we have a readout device, we can use the three colour dots with 

different intensities present above the reaction zone (where cholesterol and 

triglycerides are detected) to know if cholesterol and triglycerides levels in the 

serum are low, medium or high,” says Dr.Parween. “Matching the dye intensity 

with the colour dots by the naked eye can help in semiquanitification.”

The serum sample added to the sample zone flows into all the five arms and 

passes through a narrow channel and a precipitation zone before reaching 

the reaction zone. The precipitation zone has reagents that are coated on 

the paper. The reagents react with the sample and allow only HDL or LDL to 

enter the detection zone in the appropriate arms. The precipitation zone has 

no reagent in the arms meant for detecting total cholesterol, triglycerides and 

control.

Plants might be able to remove lead from soil: study
Researchers from Mahatma Gandhi University, Kerala have identified a native 

roadside plant that can take up lead from the soil and thus help in removing 

the metal from the environment. The plant was found to accumulate lead at 

about 12,000 microgram/g of dry weight in the root and 7,000 microgram/g 

of dry weight in its shoot.

“These plants grow in soils that are continuously exposed to lead from vehicle 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

exhausts. Though lead additives in petrol and diesel are banned now, some 

low-quality fuels still have a huge percentage of lead,” explains Dr. Joseph 

George Ray from the School of Biosciences at the University and corresponding 

author of the work published in Ecotoxicology and Environmental Safety.

Highest lead tolerance

Among the hundreds of native plants screened, research done earlier by the 

group shortlisted three plants. The present study found that Ecliptaprostratahad 

the highest lead tolerance.

E. prostrata or ‘False Daisy’ is found across the Indian subcontinent. Known 

‘Bhringraj’ (Karisalankanni in Tamil), it is used as a ‘hair-growth stimulant’ and 

in many ayurvedic preparations. “The plant may be using the lead to protect 

itself from the pests, or other predators. Tribal people use it an antidote for 

snake bites and treatment of scorpion stings,” adds Dr. Ray.

Spectrophotometric studies showed increased levels of many enzymes that 

are known to induce tolerance in plants.

“Hi-tech microscopic analysis showed that the lead travelled to the leaves 

and was deposited as lead nanoparticles in its cell wall, cytoplasm, and 

chloroplast. Though we noticed a little distortion in the structure of these 

organelles no toxicity was seen,” explains Chandana Chandrasekhar, the 

first author of the paper.

Dr. Ray further explains that the plants can be burned up after they have 

taken up the lead. In this way, the metal can be effectively contained and later 

disposed off safely.

This study has provided evidence that the plant is a lead hyperaccumulator 

that has the suitable biochemical machinery. But as the present experiment 

was carried out using a soluble salt of lead (lead nitrate), more studies are 

needed in contaminated environments where lead is usually found in insoluble 

forms.

Bioavailability
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To increase the solubility of lead so that it becomes bioavailable to the plant, 

some solubilising agents (metal chelators) need to be added to the soil; 

the plant must be tolerant to such chemicals as well. “Made into a solution, 

solubilising agents will be added to the contaminated soil. As chelators have 

long residence time and can percolate well, they will react with the lead in the 

soil and make it in a form available to the plant,” adds Dr. Ray.

Such experiments using naturally contaminated soils are significant further 

steps in using the plant for bioremediation of lead-contaminated soil.

Microbial fuel cell treats textile wastewater
Microbial fuel cells (MFCs) are fast emerging as an option for several specific 

requirements. Now, a startup, JSP Enviro, aims to use this technology to 

process textile wastewater and additionally generate electricity that will render 

this exercise energy-efficient. Initiated by Suresh Paul Jones, the startup is in 

the process of joining the bioincubator at IIT Madras, where its other members 

V.T Fidal Kumar and Priyadharshini Mani will expand the research they have 

done so far. Now working at the Biotechnology Department of IIT Madras 

with a prototype of about 200 litre capacity, the team plans to increase it to 

1,000 litre capacity by 2020. “Though we have developed the technology 

for processing wastewater from the textile industry, it can be used with any 

other industrial wastewater,” says Dr. Mani. The team is also working on the 

restoration of a lake attached to the Integral Coach factory at Villivakkam in 

Chennai.

The principle of using the MFC to degrade wastewater is simple. A carefully 

selected cohort of bacteria is made to act on the textile wastewater placed in 

the fuel cell. These bacteria are isolated from the very wastewater they are 

meant to degrade. They feed on the organic material in the water and break it 

down under anaerobic (without oxygen) conditions, releasing electrons in the 
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process. The electrons are collected at the anode which results in a current 

in the circuit. Because the bacteria form a biofilm on the anode, the electrons 

are collected easily by it. “After a period, when the thickness of the biofilm 

exceeds a limit, it will automatically detach and bring back the thickness to 

optimal level,” says Dr Kumar. The team is working on a nanotech filter to 

improve this process. “This is like a ‘trickling filter’ – where after thickness 

exceeds a limit, and it is difficult to sustain that thickness, the excess tears 

off. When it falls off, it shouldn’t get mixed up with the water. That’s where 

the nanotechnology filter will come in, to remove the bacteria and get clean 

water” he adds.

The bacteria take turns to act on the wastewater and purify it: There are 

many species of bacteria. If a dye is present in the water, it is broken to a 

simpler form by one species; this, in turn, is acted on by another species and 

so on. “It has a cascading effect,” says Dr. Kumar.

Using MFC to process wastewater was an idea that the two used in the 

Carbon zero challenge, a competition hosted by IIT Madras when they were 

students there. They used the funding obtained through the event to develop 

the 200 litre prototype within the few months they were given. “We spoke to 

some people [in the textile industries] at Tiruppur, and they said that if it is 

cheaper and more energy efficient than current technologies, we will use it,” 

says Dr Mani, describing how they started up.

While now, with the prototype, they can generate power of around 1 watt per 

square-metre, they aim to get to about 5 watts per square-metre. This power 

can be used to sustain the process. However, scaling up has challenges. 

The size of the chamber and its geometry and design remain to be worked 

out. All the power produced must be captured so that it is not wasted. “For 

that, we will work with some electrical engineers...,” says Dr. Mani.
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A ‘pink revolution’ quietly takes shape in Maharasthra
A ‘pink revolution’ is quietly taking shape in Maharashtra. The objective is to 

breed imported pigs to address the problem of protein deficiency in a sizeable 

section of the population that has been deprived of access to affordable meat 

besides providing livelihood to farmers.

Mumbai-based Gargi Genetics Pvt. Ltd., supported by the Maharashtra 

government’s policy, is gearing up to create an ecosystem for supply of high 

quality pork.

The company is planning to partner with farmers by supplying them pigs 

imported from Canada. They would be bred under hygienic conditions for 

production of high quality meat.

Many consumers stay away from consuming pork as local pigs are mostly 

bred under unhygienic conditions.

Gargi Genetics is planning to address this concern through supply of hygienic 

pork produced from imported breeds in clean environment and is launching 

an education campaign.

The company plans to build a fully-equipped international-standard piggery 

that would support animal husbandry, food and medical industry.

While it would create a comprehensive value chain for pork production, it 

would also supply high quality animals for medical and research industry 

(organ transplant and insulin), top officials said.

In five years, over 1,000 Maharashtra farmers, in a cooperative format, are 

expected to learn about commercial animal farming with international best 

practices.

The project has been mooted by finance professional Sandeep Mestry and 

genetics healthcare exponent Nitin Malekar who have been working on this 

for years. They had achieved a litter (number of offspring) size of 10 to 14, 

which is probably the best under Indian conditions.

Profitable idea
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“Commercial pig farming in India for meat production is one of the best and 

profitable business ideas. But the main issue is Indian pig breeds are not 

suitable for high quality pork production.

“So, we decided to select high quality meat producing pig breeds available 

around the globe,” said Dr.Malekar, director, Gargi Genetics.

“We studied breeds from various countries and zeroed in on three pig breeds 

from Canada, which are the most suitable for commercial meat production 

according to the weather and climatic conditions of India,” he added.

Indian pork is sold at about Rs. 250 per kg compared with international quality 

processed pork which is sold at Rs. 1,200- 3,000 per kg.

“The need of the hour is genetically superior quality animals, to enhance the 

farmer’s potential, meet consumers’ demand for safe and healthy meat and 

health industry’s requirement for quality animals. It is an industry with huge 

potential,” Dr.Malekar said.

The ‘pink revolution’ targets to produce five lakh high quality pigs over a 

period of 5-6 years.

“Pink revolution’ plans to offer ‘farm to market’ solution. We are planning to 

initiate a franchisee chain of signature shops/eateries to promote healthy 

pork products,” Dr.Malekar said.

The initiative is scheduled to be officially kicked off in the second quarter of 

2019 and the company is in process of raising $2 million in equity funding in 

phase I.

The company had already acquired land in Wada in Palghardistrictof 

Maharashtra to start the project.

67% cancer patients in SE Asia die before 70: WHO
In 2018, 18.1 million new cases of cancer developed worldwide; 9.6 million 

people died from the disease; 70% of the deaths occurred in low and middle-
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income countries, including those of the World Health Organisation (WHO) 

Southeast Asia region; and 67% of the region’s cancer patients died before 

the age of 70. The figures were released by the WHO Southeast Asia here  

on World Cancer Day.

Dr. Poonam Khetrapal Singh, WHO Regional Director for South-East Asia, 

said: “Cancer is far from an equal-opportunity killer. Inadequate access to 

cancer screening, diagnosis and treatment is the primary cause of deaths.’’

She explained that, in 2017, just 30% of low-income countries reported having 

cancer treatment services available.

Just 26% of low-income countries meanwhile reported having pathology 

services generally available in the public sector, leading to late diagnosis and 

a lower chance of successful treatment.

According to figures for India released by the National Institute of Cancer 

Prevention and Research (NICPR), one woman dies of cervical cancer every 

eight minutes in India; for every two women newly diagnosed with breast 

cancer, one woman dies of it in India; as many as 2,500 persons die every 

day due to tobacco-related diseases; and tobacco (smoked and smokeless) 

use accounted for 3,17,928 deaths in men and women in 2018.

Entire Aravalli area is devastated, rues annoyed Supreme 
Court
In a stinging attack on the Rajasthan government, the Supreme Court said 

the State authorities are hand in glove with illegal miners who operate in the 

fast-depleting Aravalli region.

A Bench led by Justice Arun Mishra was annoyed when the State’s counsel 

submitted that the ground-truthing exercise to ascertain the area where illegal 

mining had allegedly been conducted remained incomplete due to the recently 

held Assembly elections and the upcoming Lok Sabha polls.
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“What are you saying? As elections are there, so illegal mining will go on till 

then? What is this? You do not want to do this because this suits you. The 

entire machinery is rotten,” the court asked.

Promise belied

The court said the once-lush Aravalli region is devastated after years of 

indiscriminate and illegal mining. “You are hand in glove and your officers are 

hand in glove with them (illegal miners). The entire Aravalli area is devastated 

and the entire flora and fauna there has gone,” the apex court said.

The court recounted how the State had promised to finish the exercise in 

three months on October 29 last year and ordered the personal appearance 

of the State Chief Secretary.

‘Only want compliance’

“We want compliance of our order. We want only compliance,” the court said, 

refusing to give more time to the counsel to get instructions from the State.

The court had, in October, expressed shock over 31 “vanished” hills or hillocks 

in the Aravalli area and had asked the State to stop illegal mining in a 115.34-

hectare area.

Train project will eat into forestland
The Mumbai-Ahmedabad high speed train corridor project was accorded 

wildlife clearance on January 10, according to records of the meeting of the 

committee chaired by Union Environment Minister Harsh Vardhan.

The Thane Creek Flamingo (TCF) Wildlife Sanctuary, which the project will 

eat into, came into being on August 2015 and the 1,690-hectare bird haven 

— 896 hectares of mangrove forests and 794 hectares of a water-body — is 

on the western bank of the creek, between the Airoli and the Vashi bridges 

connecting Mumbai and Navi Mumbai.

Apart from the creek, the project also involves diverting 32.75 ha of forestland 
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and 77.30 ha of non-forestland from the Sanjay Gandhi National Park which 

houses leopards and transfer of 0.6902 ha of forest land and 4.7567 ha of 

non-forest land from the Tungareshwar Wildlife Sanctuary.

While according clearance, the National Board of Wildlife — the apex body 

tasked with according permissions to allow forest land to be diverted for 

industrial development — has laid pre-conditions for the bullet train project.

These include paying Rs. 10 crore (2% of 500 crore — the component of 

the project in Mumbai) for habitat improvement of the sanctuary, barricading 

the work site to ensure that no debris fall outside the project area and ‘…

providing site and funds for penal plantation of at least 5 times the number of 

mangrove plants anticipated to be lost in this project..’

Largely funded by a soft loan by Japan, the Rs. 1 trillion Mumbai-Ahmedabad 

bullet train project has a track-length of 508 km, and will originate at the 

BandraKurla Complex, Mumbai and terminate at the Sabarmati, in Gujarat.

The length across Maharashtra will be 155.64 km, 4.3 km across Dadra & 

Nagar Haveli, while the track length will be about 348.2 km in Gujarat.

Explain measures for tiger protection: High Court
Responding to a Public Interest Litigation (PIL) filed by a wildlife activist, 

the Telangana High Court  directed the top brass of the Forest Department, 

including the Kawal Tiger Reserve Field Director, to explain measures taken 

by them to protect tigers in the State.

A Division Bench comprising Chief Justice Thottathil B. Radhakrishnan 

and Justice A. Rajasheker Reddy instructed the Chief Wildlife Warden, the 

Principal Chief Conservator of Forests and the Kawal Tiger Reserve Filed 

Director to personally appear before it and suggest steps taken for conserving 

wildlife. Along with tigers, all other wild animals, even birds, needed to be 

protected by the officials, the bench observed.
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Field staff

For this, Forest Department officials and personnel working in the field needed 

to present their ideas and suggestions, the Bench observed.

Petitioner’s counsel told the Bench that recently, within a span of one 

month, two instances of tiger death had been reported. While one died in 

the Pembi forest, the other was found dead on the outskirts of Shivaram of 

Jannarammandal in Mancherial district. Both died of electrocution.

Uncover truth

The bench remarked that it should be ascertained if the two tigers died 

because of the electric fence set up by people living in the forest for their 

protection or poachers had fixed it to kill wild animals.

The CJ observed that actually the electricity department officials should have 

been impleaded in the PIL. “How is power being supplied in forest area,” the 

bench sought to know.

The judges observed that at an international conference some speakers had 

expressed the opinion that tigers would survive if they were left on their own 

and there was no need for any special measures for their conservation.

GSAT-31 launched
India’s 40th communications satellite GSAT-31 was successfully put into 

orbit by Ariane-5 rocket belonging to European launch services provider 

Arianespace early Wednesday, said Indian space agency ISRO and 

Arianespace.

According to ISRO, the telecommunications satellite, GSAT-31 was 

successfully launched on February 6, 2019 from Kourou launch base, French 

Guiana.

According to Arianespace, it opened its 2019 mission activity by successfully 

orbiting a pair of telecommunications spacecraft — Saudi Geostationary 
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Satellite 1/Hellas Sat 4 (HS-4/SGS-1) and GSAT-31 with Ariane-5 rocket. 

NASA’s first mini-spacecraft in deep space go silent
NASA has lost touch with the first mini-spacecraft that ventured into deep 

space, according to the US space agency which said that it is unlikely the 

twin CubeSats will be heard from again.

The MarCOCubeSats were launched last year to test if such low-cost 

technology can operate in deep space. The twins, nicknamed EVE and 

WALL-E after characters from a Pixar film, served as communications relays 

during the InSight’s Mars landing, beaming back data at each stage of its 

descent to the Martian surface in near-real time, along with InSight’s first 

image.

WALL-E sent back stunning images of Mars as well, while EVE performed 

some simple radio science. Having travelled well past Mars, the twin CubeSats 

seem to have reached their limit, NASA said in a statement. It has been over 

a month since engineers have heard from MarCO, which followed NASA’s 

Insight to the Red Planet.

At this time, the mission team considers it unlikely they will be heard from 

again. The experimental technology cost a fraction of what most space 

missions do — $18.5 million. WALL-E was last heard from on December 29 

and EVE, on January 4. Based on trajectory calculations, WALL-E is currently 

more than 1.6 million kilometers past Mars; EVE is farther, almost 3.2 million 

kilometres past Mars.

The mission team has several theories for why they have not been able to 

contact the pair. WALL-E has a leaky thruster. Attitude-control issues could be 

causing them to wobble and lose the ability to send and receive commands. 

The brightness sensors that allow the CubeSats to stay pointed at the Sun 

and recharge their batteries could be another factor.
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The MarCOsis in orbit around the Sun and will only get farther away as 

February wears on. The farther they are, the more precisely they need to 

point their antennas to communicate with Earth. The MarCOs will not start 

moving toward the Sun again until this summer. The team will reattempt to 

contact the CubeSats at that time, though whether their batteries and other 

parts will last that long cannot be predicted.

Even if they are never revived, the team considers MarCO a spectacular 

success. “This mission was always about pushing the limits of miniaturised 

technology and seeing just how far it could take us,” said Andy Klesh, the 

mission’s chief engineer at JPL.

“We’ve put a stake in the ground. Future CubeSats might go even farther,” 

Klesh said. A number of the critical spare parts for each MarCO will be used in 

other CubeSat missions. That includes their experimental radios, antennas and 

propulsion systems. Several of these systems were provided by commercial 

vendors, making it easier for other CubeSats to use them as well.

Check your compass: The magnetic north pole is on the 
move
Earth’s north magnetic pole has been drifting so fast in the last few decades 

that scientists say that past estimates are no longer accurate enough for 

precise navigation. , they released an update of where magnetic north really 

was, nearly a year ahead of schedule.

The magnetic north pole is wandering about 34 miles (55 kilometres) a year. 

It crossed the International Date Line in 2017, and is leaving the Canadian 

Arctic on its way to Siberia.

The constant shift is a problem for compasses in smartphones and some 

consumer electronics. Airplanes and boats also rely on magnetic north, 

usually as backup navigation, said University of Colorado geophysicist 
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Arnaud Chulliat, lead author of the newly issued World Magnetic Model. GPS 

isn’t affected because it’s satellite-based.

The military depends on where magnetic north is for navigation and parachute 

drops, while NASA, the Federal Aviation Administration and US Forest Service 

also use it. Airport runway names are based on their direction toward magnetic 

north and their names change when the poles moved. For example, the airport 

in Fairbanks, Alaska, renamed a runway 1L-19R to 2L-20R in 2009.

The US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration and United 

Kingdom tend to update the location of the magnetic north pole every five 

years in December, but this update came early because of the pole’s faster 

movement.

The movement of the magnetic north pole “is pretty fast,” Chulliat said.

Since 1831 when it was first measured in the Canadian Arctic it has moved 

about 1,400 miles (2300 kilometres) toward Siberia. Its speed jumped from 

about 9 miles per year (15 kilometres per year) to 34 miles per year (55 

kilometres per year) since 2000.

The reason is turbulence in Earth’s liquid outer core. There is a hot liquid 

ocean of iron and nickel in the planet’s core where the motion generates an 

electric field, said University of Maryland geophysicist Daniel Lathrop, who 

wasn’t part of the team monitoring the magnetic north pole.

“It has changes akin to weather,” Lathrop said. “We might just call it magnetic 

weather.”

The magnetic South Pole is moving far slower than the north.

In general Earth’s magnetic field is getting weaker, leading scientists to say 

that it will eventually flip, where north and south pole changes polarity, like a 

bar magnet flipping over. It has happened numerous times in Earth’s past, but 

not in the last 780,000 years.

“It’s not a question of if it’s going to reverse, the question is when it’s going to 
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reverse,” Lathrop said.

When it reverses, it won’t be like a coin flip, but take 1,000 or more years, 

experts said.

As new cases rise, leprosy in spotlight
The Centre says a more aggressive detection campaign is being carried out, 

explaining the numbers.

The Leprosy Case Detection Campaign has shown that 34,730 cases were 

detected in 2016, 32,147 in 2017, and 16,097 in 2018. “We welcome the rise. 

It means we are catching these cases and putting the patients on treatment. 

But what the department is looking at is the new cases detected the existing 

cases with leprosy-related handicap, and new cases in children. They are 

our actual ground check. The three parameters have shown a downward 

trend,” said Anil Kumar, Deputy Director-General (Leprosy), Union Health 

Ministry.

Moreover, he clarified, “The figures don’t tell us the actual story,” adding that 

that India’s leprosy management programme is running in a very aggressive 

sweep mode, after the “relaxed period” of 2005.

The number of cases reported fell after 2005-06, when India was declared 

leprosy-free — the prevalence rate at the time was 0.84%. “It was only at the 

end of 2011 that we realised leprosy is very much around — when people 

started reporting in with leprosy-related disabilities — and we refreshed our 

strategy to find and treat new cases,” Dr. Kumar said.

Disease management efforts now include going down to the village level in 

what is called the “active seeking mode” for cases, where health workers go 

from house to house and physically examine people for a leprosy patch. “We 

were earlier missing many cases because people weren’t reporting due to 

fear, social stigma and lack of awareness,” said Dr. Kumar.
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Leprosy is a chronic disease caused by a bacillus, Mycobacterium leprae, 

which multiplies slowly. The incubation period of the disease, on average, 

is five years. In some cases, symptoms may occur within one year but can 

also take as long as 20 years to occur. “This is exactly the trouble with the 

elimination of leprosy. The long incubation period, and the social stigma 

attached to it, makes it a tough disease to eliminate,” said Dr. Kumar.

Leprosy mainly affects the skin, the peripheral nerves, mucosa of the upper 

respiratory tract, and also the eyes. The disease is transmitted via droplets, 

from the nose and mouth, during close and frequent contacts with untreated 

cases. Untreated leprosy can cause progressive and permanent damage 

to the skin, nerves, limbs and eyes. It is curable with multi-drug therapy 

(MDT).

There has been a change in the percentage of new child cases from 9.49% in 

2013-14 to 8.15% in 2017-18, with the level having remained almost stagnant 

at 8.94% in 2015-16 and 8.69 % in 2016-17. “Our special emphasis is on 

children, for whom we have brought in active detection intervention, with 

primary health workers educating them from the school-level onward. We are 

working at developing a positive attitude towards detection and treatment,” 

said Dr. Kumar.

Moving continents created new centipede species
Fossils and advanced genetic methods to study relationships between species 

now tell an intriguing story about a group of tropical centipedes. Continental 

drift (the moving apart of continents) almost 100 million years ago created 

many species of Ethmostigmuscentipedes in the world’s tropics. In the Indian 

peninsula, this centipede first originated in the southern and central Western 

Ghats, and then spread across the ranges here, finds a study published 

in BMC Evolutionary Biology.
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Diversity of species

India is home to six, fairly large Ethmostigmus centipedes: four dwell in 

the Western Ghats, one in the Eastern Ghats and one in north-east India. 

Africa, south-east Asia and Australia are also home to other species 

of Ethmostigmus centipedes. What explains its distribution across continents 

and the diversity of species in peninsular India?

To find out, scientists Jahnavi Joshi and Gregory Edgecombe of the Natural 

History Museum (London, United Kingdom) turned to genetics. Using genetic 

data of 398Ethmostigmus centipedes from published studies, they constructed 

a species ‘time-tree’ — a network that reveals how species are related to each 

other and when new species emerged — of nine species (across peninsular 

India, Africa, Australia and southeast Asia). They used three fossil centipedes 

to calibrate the DNA tree, which gave them the approximate times that the 

species originated in the past.

Common ancestor

The results suggest that a single ancestor gave rise to 

all Ethmostigmus centipedes in the ancient supercontinent of Gondwana 

(continents including Australia, Africa and peninsular India comprised this 

single landmass then). The subsequent breakup of Gondwana and the 

drifting away of different landmasses shaped the early evolutionary history 

of Ethmostigmus . And the Ethmostigmus in peninsular India are very unique, 

says co-author Joshi.

“They started evolving at a time when peninsular India was moving towards 

south Asia,” she says. This started around 72 million years ago, in the southern 

and central Western Ghats. Following this, the Ethmostigmus here dispersed 

to the Eastern Ghats (now home to E. tristis ).

From there, Ethmostigmus dispersed to the southern Western 

Ghats. Ethmostigmuscentipedes also reached the northern Ghats from the 

south-central Ghats too, and later dispersed back to the central Ghats again 
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from there.

The formation of wet forests in these areas during this time could have aided 

this dispersal (for all existing peninsular Indian Ethmostigmus centipedes 

now dwell only in wet forests), write the authors in the paper.

The Table that defines chemistry turns 150
The majestic table of elements that hangs on the walls of chemistry classrooms 

across the world has turned 150 years old in 2019.

The ‘Periodic Table of Elements’, or simply, ‘The Table’ for many, was written 

by Dmitri Ivanovich Mendeleev on 17th February 1869. Looking back, 

the Table opens a window to the world of inanimate matter. Mendeleev’s 

profound impact on chemistry is comparable to those of his contemporaries, 

Gregor Mendel and Charles Darwin in genetics and evolution, respectively. 

Therefore, the United Nations General Assembly and UNESCO have decided 

to celebrate 2019 as the “International Year of the Periodic Table of Chemical 

Elements (IYPT2019)”.

Mendeleev was not the first one to create a table of elements. Earliest of 

such efforts was due to the father of modern chemistry, Antoine Lavoisier 

in 1789 who classified them in terms of their properties. John Newlands 

introduced the concept of octaves in chemistry, wherein properties repeat for 

every eighth element. There were other attempts too.

However, the proposal of Mendeleev was unique. On February 17, 1869 he 

sent out a single page note to the Russian Chemical society outlining his 

findings and it was published in the first volume of the society’s journal. In 

the same year, its German abstract with a table and eight comments was 

published in ZeitschriftfürChemie, taking it to larger Europe.

Mendeleev’s finding was that “The elements, if arranged according to their 

atomic weights, exhibit an evident stepwise variation of properties”. In his 
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Faraday Lecture, delivered in 1889 the statement of the periodic law appeared 

in the more familiar form: “The elements, if arranged according to their atomic 

weights, exhibit an evident periodicity of properties”. While putting together 

all the 63 elements known at that time, his periodic table placed four slots 

between the known ones with question marks. He labeled them with a prefix, 

eka. All eka elements were discovered subsequently: eka-aluminum (gallium) 

in 1875; eka-boron (scandium) in 1879; eka-silicon (germanium) in 1886 and 

eka-manganese (technitium) in 1937. Periodic table predicted the properties 

such as metallicity, density, melting point, etc., of the eka elements. Today, all 

the 118 elements are put in the periodic table based on the periodic law.

Mendeleev put emphasis on chemical properties. As a result, in a few cases 

systematically increasing atomic weights did not match well with chemical 

properties. He hesitatingly placed tellurium before iodine with a question mark, 

although tellurium is heavier than iodine. Today we know that his placing was 

indeed justified.

Periodicity in properties made systematisation of information. Modern periodic 

law states that, “the properties of the elements are periodic functions of their 

atomic numbers.” This restatement is due to Moseley who worked on the 

topic in 1913. Here, we must note that Mendeleev related the properties to 

atomic weights at a time when atomic numbers, or number of protons in the 

atomic nucleus was unknown. They were found to be part of nuclei in 1917 

and the nucleus itself was discovered in 1911, both by Rutherford. In 1869, 

atomic weights were considered as the single most important property of 

elements.

Mendeleev had a compelling reason to discover the periodic table. He was 

deeply concerned about the prevailing systematization of chemical knowledge 

and decided to write textbooks (Principles of Chemistry, Vol. I & II). He could 

cover only eight elements in his first volume of the book, which was finished 

in January 1869 and wanted to condense information in the form of a table 
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for the second volume. It is said that the first version of the Table appeared 

in his dream.

Intense passion of the man to study science should motivate anyone. He 

was the youngest of 17 siblings who lost his father at the age of 13 and saw 

the destruction of his mother’s factory by fire. She took him across Russia, 

walking all the way from Siberia to Moscow, a distance of 3,500 km. Having 

denied a place in Moscow, they next went to St. Petersburg where Mendeleev 

joined the pedagogy course. After graduation and a few years of work, he 

returned to St. Petersburg for his Master’s degree.

The current periodic table decorating the walls of class rooms, printed on 

tea-cups, T-shirts and memorabilla is far removed from the original version 

of Mendeleev. Yet, the core principle that ‘properties of elements are periodic 

functions of the inherent properties of its atoms’ remain. This would indeed 

be one of the most fundamental insights into the puzzles of nature for which 

Mendeleev would be known for eternity. For that reason, element 101 is 

aptly named as Mendelevium (Md). Although narrowly missed the Nobel 

Prize of 1906, he became one of the 15 scientists to be remembered with 

an element, a more illustrious recognition considering that 181 have won a 

Nobel Prize in chemistry so far.

106 coastal sites picked for conservation
The Centre has identified over 100 coastal and marine sites as conservation 

reserves under its National Wildlife Action Plan for 2017-2031, a biennial 

report released by the government said.

As per the second biennial update report (BUR) of the Ministry of Environment 

and Forests, submitted to the UN body on climate change in December 2018, 

India is encouraging participation of local communities in governance by 

recognising the conservation reserves. “India is implementing measures to 
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sustainably harness the potential of blue economy while building the climate 

resilience of the ecosystems and local coastal communities. Around 106 

coastal and marine sites have been identified as conservation or community 

reserves to increase participation of local communities in governance,” it 

said.

Half of waste-to-energy plants in India defunct
It also proposes setting up a Waste-to-Energy Corporation of India, which 

would construct incineration plants through PPP models. Currently, there are 

40-odd WTE plants at various stages of construction.

“The fundamental reason (for the inefficiency of these plants) is the quality 

and composition of waste. MSW (municipal solid waste) in India has low 

calorific value and high moisture content. As most wastes sent to the WTE 

plants are unsegregated, they also have high inert content. These wastes 

are just not suitable for burning in these plants. To burn them, additional fuel 

is required which makes these plants expensive to run,” said Swati Singh 

Sambyal, author of the report and researcher on waste management, at the 

CSE.

About 1.43 lakh tonnes per day (TPD) of municipal solid waste (MSW) are 

generated across the country. Of this, 1.11 lakh TPD (77.6%) is collected and 

35,602 TPD (24.8%) processed.

In addition, India generates close to 25,940 TPD of plastic waste of which 

15,342 remains uncollected, according to the Central Pollution Control 

Board.

As per the Union Ministry of Environment and Forests, MSW generation will 

reach 4.5 lakh TPD by 2031 and 11.9 lakh TPD by 2050.

The WTEs have also triggered widespread opprobrium among citizens. For 

instance, there has been a continuous protest against the Okhla WTE plant 
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for polluting the environment.

In 2016, the National Green Tribunal (NGT) slapped environmental 

compensation fine of Rs. 25 lakh on the plant.

Moreover, the plants are expensive because they produce power at nearly 

Rs. 7 per unit, which is more than the Rs. 3-5 offered by thermal as well as 

solar sources.

Gaganyaan’s review panel to meet in March
A national review committee on Gaganyaan is slated to meet for the first time 

here on March 5 and 6 and comprehensively scan the contours of the first 

Indian human mission to space.

The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) wants to unveil the human 

mission’s details to stakeholders from multiple agencies, and also keep the 

nation in the loop about the prestigious mission, K.Sivan, ISRO Chairman and 

Secretary, Department of Space, said. He added, “It should also give us the 

confidence that we are on the right track with such a humongous project.”

The broad-based review committee may have around 100 experts and 

scientists related to all aspects of the Rs. 10,000-crore human mission, it is 

learnt.

The committee will also be briefed on March 6 on the lunar lander and rover 

mission, Chandrayaan-2, which may take place around April.

Back in November 2004, ISRO had first brainstormed a crewed mission at a 

similar gathering of nearly 100 experts in Bengaluru.

Agreements and programmes planned with the Indian Air Force (IAF) and the 

Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) will start taking 

shape from now on, Dr. Sivan told The Hindu. “ Gaganyaan-related activities 

are in full swing,” he said, under the newly formed Human Space Flight Centre 

(HSFC) and a dedicated team.
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Gaganyaan was announced on August 15, 2018 as a marquee mission for 

the 75th year of Independence. It is slated to take place at a ‘near-Earth’ 

distance of 400 km.

Before that, two unmanned trial flights with human-friendly capsules are to be 

flown in 2020, carrying a few micro-gravity experiments.

Dr. Sivan said ISRO recently submitted to the IAF a set of requirements on 

selecting and training prospective Indian space travellers. The IAF would 

come back with details of its facilities. “In order to have three flight-ready 

finalists as crew, we need to give astronaut training to at least ten [eligible] 

persons,” he said.

The astronauts will be mainly trained at the IAF’s Institute of Aerospace 

Medicine in Bengaluru.

NIIST’s photo luminescent ink shows good photo stability
Using a novel approach, researchers at the National Institute for Interdisciplinary 

Science and Technology (CSIR-NIIST), Thiruvananthapuram have formulated 

a fast-drying fluorescent ink that retains over 70% photoluminescence intensity 

even at the end of one month. There was 26% drop in emission intensity 

within one hour of printing using the ink containing the fluorescent dye and 

further drop of 2% in two hours. But no reduction in emission intensity was 

seen after three hours.

This has become possible with the team led by Dr. K.P. Surendran from 

the Materials Science and Technology Division at NIIST encapsulating the 

fluorescent dye — fluorescein — within double-layered silica nanospheres. 

Since encasing the dye using a single layer of silica did not completely prevent 

dye leakage, the researchers used a second layer for encapsulation. The 

silica nanospheres are 70-80 nanometres in size.

As a result of the double-layered encapsulation, fluorescent dye is largely 
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protected from dispersants, solvents and binders present in the ink. So there 

is less likelihood of reduction in photoluminescence intensity through dye 

leakage. Encapsulation of the dye in double-layered silica nanoparticles also 

prevents cluster formation. The dye used without any encapsulation lacks 

photo stability and the fluorescence completely decays within a couple of 

hours. Theresults were publishedin the journal ACS Omega.

Fluorescent ink is used for a wide range of applications in domains such as 

anti-counterfeiting, information storage, bio-imaging, smart packaging, and 

Nano-electronics. Retention of photoluminescence for prolonged periods is a 

major challenge in fluorescent inks.

“Since the fluorescent dye should not come in contact with the solvent present 

in the ink as this would cause decay in photoluminescence, we encapsulated it 

in double-layered silica nanoparticles,” says Kanakangi S. Nair from NIIST and 

first author of the paper. “The fluorescent double-layered silica nanoparticles 

assemblies were synthesised through a reverse micro-emulsion technique.”

When dye encapsulated in double-layered nanoparticles was dispersed in the 

solvent, it shows strong fluorescence. But when the encapsulated dye was 

formulated into ink, the emission intensity reduced by 10%. “The fluorescence 

gets slightly reduced but is not significantly affected by other components 

present in the ink,” says Dr.Surendran.

Quick drying

Another advantage that the team observed is the quick drying of the ink at 

room temperature. “It dried in less than 20 seconds at room temperature. The 

formulation of the ink was meticulously designed so as to allow quick drying 

without using any external drying agents,” Dr.Surendran notes. However, 

most commercial fluorescent inks are cured using ultraviolet lamps or infrared 

emitters, or a combination of both.

The dried ink containing the dye is cream in colour under visible light but turns 

green when exposed to ultraviolet light. When the UV light is cut, the dye 
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immediately regains its original colour (cream).

The team used commercially available dye and is now working to encapsulate 

NIIST propriety dyes using the same procedure. The propriety dyes have 

multiple emissions and so will help in increasing the security feature of the 

ink.

Mariculture is as important for India as agriculture
About 37% of the area of the entire world is agricultural land, a third of which 

(about 11%) is used for crops. And as the population of the world rises to 9.7 

billion people in 30 years, the land available for crops will reduce. Thus, there 

is an immediate need to try and improve the efficiency of food production. 

Experts predict that agricultural yield must increase by 50% between now 

and 2050. How to do this is the question facing agricultural scientists across 

the world.

Plants use sunlight to produce energy for their metabolism and food production. 

This is referred to as photosynthesis (wherein sunlight is used to make 

energy-rich molecules needed for producing food molecules). However, the 

efficiency of photosynthesis is rather low, just about 5% in most land crops. 

The most efficient land crop with 8% average is sugarcane, which is not all 

that edible, except for the sugar in it. If only we can increase the efficiency of 

crops such as wheat, rice and other grains!

One such attempt is through the project RIPE (Realizing Increased 

Photosynthetic Efficiency), undertaken by a group of scientists at the 

University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign in the US, supported by the Bill 

and Melinda Gates Foundation (for some details, access Katherine Bourzac, 

in MIT Technology Review, August 14, 2017 issue).

Genetic engineering

One way of achieving it has been shown in the model plant tobacco where 
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the scientists could “engineer photosynthesis” by increasing the expression of 

three genes involved in processing light. This increases the tobacco yield by 

20%. The team is trying to do the same genetic engineering method in other 

plants. One such plant is cassava (also called tapioca, sago or sabudana) 

whose roots are carbohydrate-rich , and eaten by over half a billion people 

in Latin America and parts of Africa; indeed it is eaten as staple food in parts 

of Andhra, Kerala and the hilly areas of Assam. Genetic engineering of this 

plant was done, just as in tobacco, and appears to work.

Another way that some other scientists are trying is to reduce what is called 

photorespiration in plants. Here the energy and oxygen produced in the ‘light 

reaction’ of photosynthesis is drained by the plant to make “wasteful” products 

in the ‘dark reaction’, and not just carbohydrates and other food material, 

particularly when the plant’s leaves close in order to reduce water loss by 

evaporation. If we can find ways to reduce this photorespiration, edible food 

yields can go up.

Many of these research attempts involve the introduction of external genes 

and gene products into food crops, and these are opposed by group of people 

who do not want genetic engineering and genetically modified plants. This is 

a curious situation where science finds ways to deal with genes so as to 

improve yields while sociology opposes it based on worries about safety, 

as well as monopolistic control of food material through exclusive patents 

and other factors. A via media solution needs to be found, failing which food 

production may not increase all to feed the ever growing population of the 

world.

Include seaweeds in our diet

It is in this context that we need to open our minds and expand our ideas 

about our food habits. The most efficient use of photosynthesis is actually not 

by land plants but by micro and macro algae, such as seaweeds. These are 

the champions, contributing to about 50% of all photosynthesis in the world. 
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And many of them, notably those with dark green, red and brown colour, 

are edible. They are low-calorie and nutrient-dense food items and eaten by 

people in most parts of South East Asia – Philippines, Malaysia, Vietnam, 

Indonesia, China, Korea and Japan, and also in some in coastal Atlantic 

region. A site called “The definitive guide to edible seaweed” (foodrepublic.

com) gives the details about several of these food items.

Seaweed research

About 844 seaweed species are reported from India, a country with a coast 

line of 7,500 km. Peninsular India from Gujarat all way to Odisha and West 

Bengal has a coast line of 5,200 km, and Andaman and Nicobar together 

have a coast line of 2,500 km. Thus, while we have 63% of our land area for 

crop agriculture, we should not forget this vast coastal area, much of which 

breeds seaweeds. Research in the area of edible seaweeds in India has 

been going on for over 40 years.

The Central Salt and Marine Chemicals Research Institute (CSMCRI) at 

Bhavnagar, Gujarat has done pioneering work in the area. Dr Amitava Das, its 

Director, tells us that over 20 scientists there have been involved for decades 

in research and propagation of seaweeds as potential of foods for people, as 

well as for isolating important chemicals of technological importance and crop 

biostimulant purposes.

Professor CRK Reddy, who was at CSMCRI for decades and currently at the 

Institute for Chemical Technology, Mumbai, has been an active advocate of 

seaweeds as food.

He points out that among the seaweeds found in plenty, Ulva, Pyropia, 

Porphyra and Kappaphycus are edible and that it will be good to cultivate them 

in large scale, as is done in countries like Japan. And Dr ArockiarajJohnbosco 

points out (Times of India, 12-1-2016) that, of the 306 seaweeds in the Gulf 

of Mannar, 252 are edible. Thus India should embark on Mariculture as 

vigorously as Agriculture, given its 7,500 km-long coastal line. Further, it does 
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not require pesticides, fertilizers and water for irrigation, which is an added 

advantage.

Seaweeds are rich sources of vitamins A and C, and minerals such as Ca, 

Mg, Zn, Se and Fe. They also have a high level of vegetable proteins and 

omega 3 and 6 fatty acids. Best of all, they are vegetarian, indeed vegan, 

and do not have any fishy smell, thus good and acceptable. For all for those 

who worry about this “new” introduction, let us recall that India took quickly to 

imports like potatoes, tea and most recently to soyabean.

Professor Reddy has suggested that we may “break in” through the use of 

seaweeds as pizza seasoning, in spice sachets, so that people get used to 

them. After all, if the entire Eastern Asian population eats them, why not we 

from South Asia?

What drives flowering, fruiting in Sikkim’s rhododendrons?
Neems are in bloom and mango trees fruiting in many parts of India now, but 

what determines such seasonal changes? At least, in the Sikkim Himalaya 

temperature, day length and genetic relatedness between species determine 

when rhododendrons put out their first buds, flowers and fruits, finds a new 

study.

Interest in tree phenology — the timing of biological events such as flowering 

and fruiting — has increased after climate change has been shown to alter 

it, especially of plants in high-altitudes. But what abiotic factors play a role 

in such changes, and do closely-related tree species respond similarly to 

them? To find out, researchers at the Ashoka Trust for Research in Ecology 

and Environment including Shweta Basnett studied rhododendron trees in 

sub-alpine and alpine forests between 3,400-4,230 metres above sea level 

in Sikkim’s Kyongnosla Alpine Sanctuary.

Between 2013 and 2015, the team monitored budding, flowering, fruiting 
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(arrival of first fruits, immature green fruits and mature brown fruits) and 

fruit dehiscence (splitting open of fruit to release seeds) and the duration 

of phenology in 320 trees of 10 rhododendron species for every 15 days. 

Simultaneously, they collected data on temperature. Results from these, 

combined with data on day length in this region, reveal that the onset of 

budding, flowering and initial fruiting were mainly associated with a longer 

day length (around 13 hours) and higher temperature.

Relatedness matters

The team also collected DNA from leaves of each species to see how 

genetically closely-related the 10 rhododendrons species are, to analyse 

if this plays a role in their phenological patterns. Relatedness did indeed 

influence early phenology events: closely-related species put out their first 

buds, flowers and fruits together.

But when resources (sunshine as reflected by day length, and temperature) 

decreased as winter neared, all rhododendrons experienced later phenology 

events — the arrival of immature green fruits, mature brown fruits and 

finally, fruit dehiscence — regardless of whether they were closely related 

or not, says Basnett. Similarly, relatedness did not play a role in phenology 

of rhododendrons with increasing altitude. Harsher environments at 

higher elevations — including lower temperatures, heavy snowfall and 

barren and rockier lands higher up — could be trumping over the species’ 

common evolutionary history here, write the authors in their study published 

in Ecosphere.

“Different factors play a role in rhododendron phenology and the study 

contributes to baseline information about the species in India and the world,” 

added Basnett.
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Great Indian hornbills can adapt to modified habitat: study
Amid a changing environment, with natural homes of birds getting depleted 

as natural forests make way for plantations and other such modified terrain, 

comes the good news of how the great Indian hornbill ( Bucerosbicornis ) 

adapts to such change. A group of researchers from NCBS-TIFR in Bengaluru 

and Nature Conservation Foundation in Mysuru observed eight hornbill nests, 

three located in contiguous forests and five located in modified habitats 

such as coffee plantations. They found that the birds followed similar nesting 

behaviour but adapted to the changed environment. The study is published 

in the journal Ornithological Science.

The team chose to study the great Indian hornbills nesting in the Anamalai 

hills. For comparison, the researchers located the study in the modified habitat 

in the Valparai plateau and the contiguous forests in the Anamalai Tiger 

Reserve and the Vazhachal Reserve forests. The modified habitat included 

tea, coffee and cardamom plantations and tribal settlements. “Most of the 

nests were known to us as we have been studying hornbills and monitoring 

them for many years now. Some of the nests were discovered during the 

study with the help of local tribal assistants,” says T R Shankar Raman of 

Nature Conservation Foundation and an author of the paper, in an email 

to The Hindu. Describing the mode of observation, he says: “We started 

monitoring nests from the beginning of breeding season in December. After 

the females had entered the nests, we conducted direct nest observations 

on multiple nests using standard field protocols and taking care not to disturb 

the birds…All observations were done manually.”

Nesting habits

Hornbills are secondary cavity nesters and choose cavities formed in 

large trees for nesting. Also they are monogamous, and the female, after 

copulation, seals herself in the hole until the initial breeding period of two-

four months is over. During this time, the female and the young ones are fed 
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by the male bird, with fruit such as figs and animal matter. So, in principle, 

along with other threats such as hunting, modified land use, ensuing forest 

fragmentation, felling of large trees with the potential for nesting, the loss of 

fruit bearing trees could also affect hornbill nesting habits.

“Great hornbills may adapt to habitat modification provided that their key 

requirements for food and nesting are fulfilled in the habitats like coffee and 

forest fragments,” says Pooja Pawar from NCBS-TIFR and the first author of 

the paper.

Considering that hornbills use same nest over years, protection of these known 

nest trees and retention of large trees that can be potential nests is absolutely 

essential. In addition, it would be necessary to have a diversity of native tree 

species, particularly figs, laurels and other food plants, the study concludes. 

“We also highlight the potential of rainforest fragments and coffee plantation 

for conservation of hornbills outside of protected areas,” she adds.

Decoding how leptospirosis bacteria interact with human 
proteins
By studying proteins from leptospirosis-causing bacteria and the human body, 

researchers have identified the key pathogen-host protein interactions that 

are responsible for the development of the disease.

By using a wide range of advanced bioinformatics and mathematical models, 

the team was able to narrow down to 35 interactions between 13 bacterial 

and 35 human proteins that may hold potential for vaccine development. A 

total of 145 well-characterized proteins from the bacteria and 493 proteins 

from the human body were analysed to draw the conclusion.

Leptospirosis is one of the emerging zoonotic diseases and causes almost 

60,000 deaths every year as there is currently no preventive vaccine 

for humans. The researchers studied the proteome (entire protein set) 
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of Leptospirainterrogans — the most vulnerable species — and the proteome 

of human beings.

Interaction network

They analysed the inter-species and intra-species protein interactions and 

constructed a pathogen-host interaction network which was further studied 

using mathematical models to identify the key interactions.

Out of the 586 pathogen-host protein interactions, 35 were identified as key 

interactions. “When we get an infection, the whole protein network system 

in our body is disturbed. We tracked the bacterial proteins and found that 

they are directly attacking the proteins associated with the immune system 

in our body,” says Swapnil ’Kumar who is first author of the paper published 

in Scientific Reports.

Also, two outer membrane proteins and two periplasmic proteins of the bacteria 

which take part in the interactions were found conserved. These proteins 

target human proteins involved in functions such as signal transduction, 

antibacterial humoral response, cell cycle and cell division. This signifies that 

these proteins can be explored further for effective and novel therapeutics 

and vaccine development.

“Validations of the findings are under way in mice model,” says Dr.Jayashankar 

Das, the corresponding author of the paper from the Gujarat Biotechnology 

Research Centre, Gandhinagar.

‘Policies biased against rainfed agriculture’
Three out of five farmers in India grow their crops using rainwater, instead of 

irrigation. However, per hectare government investment on their lands may 

be 20 times lower, procurement of their crops is a fraction of major irrigated 

land crops, and many of the flagship agriculture schemes are not tailored to 

benefit them.
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A new rainfed agriculture atlas released this week not only maps the agro 

biodiversity and socio-economic conditions prevailing in such areas, but also 

attempts to document the policy biases that are making farming unviable for 

many in these areas.

There has been “negligence” toward rainfed areas, which is leading to lower 

incomes for farmers in these regions, admitted Ashok Dalwai, CEO of the 

National Rainfed Area Authority. He also heads the government’s Committee 

on Doubling of Farmers’ Income.

Speaking on the sidelines of a conference on revitalising agriculture in rainfed 

areas, he said farmers in such areas are receiving 40% less of their income 

from agriculture in comparison to those in irrigated areas.

Sabyasachi Das, coordinator of the Revitalising Rainfed Agriculture Network, 

which published the atlas, laid out the stark differences in government policy 

and expenditure.

“Lands irrigated through big dams and canal networks get a per hectare 

investment of Rs. 5 lakh. Watershed management spending in rainfed lands 

is only Rs. 18,000-25,000,” he said, adding that the difference in yield is not 

proportionate to the difference in investment.

“When it comes to procurement, over the decade between 2001-02 and 

2011-12, the government spent Rs. 5.4 lakh crore on wheat and rice. Coarse 

cereals, which are grown in rainfed areas, only had Rs. 3,200 crore worth of 

procurement in the same period.”

It’s not just the quantum, but also the nature of investment that needs to 

change, he added.

Flagship government schemes, such as seed and fertiliser subsidies and soil 

health cards, are designed for irrigated areas and simply extended to rainfed 

farmers without taking their needs into consideration, said Dr. Das.

‘No system’

For example, many hybrid seeds notified by the government scheme need 
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plenty of water, fertilizer and pesticides to give high yields and are thus 

not useful to most rainfed farmers. Commercial fertilizers will simply burn 

out the soil without sufficient water. “The government has no system to 

channelise indigenous seeds or subsidise organic manure in the same way,” 

he claimed.

Dr.Dalwai agreed that a more balanced approach was needed to give rainfed 

farmers the same research and technology focus and production support 

that their counterparts in irrigation areas have received over the last few 

decades.

Incubating agro forestry models — an idea blooms
The AadhimalaiPazhangudiyinar Producer Company at Kotagiri is a 

farmer-producer firm with 1,609 tribal people from the Nilgiris region as its 

shareholders.

Started in 2013 and incubated by Keystone Foundation, this company currently 

has four production centres and runs four retail outlets. It sells non-timber 

forest produce such as honey, amla and coconut, and value-added products, 

including coffee and pickles, candies, and textiles, all grown or produced by 

the tribal people. These are sold in bulk to traders and in the retail market.

Expansion plans

“We are looking at business development. We want to expand to cities, 

probably to Bengaluru first, and increase production. But, all the six directors 

of the company are tribal people and cannot bring in much investment. 

Financial institutions will not support us as we do not have assets. All the 

machinery that we have are given by government agencies or organisations. 

We are heavily dependent on government support,” says A. Sudhir, CEO.

Hence, when the company learnt about the Agroforestry Business Incubation 

Forum project, which is to be inaugurated at Mettupalayam on February 
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19, it joined the forum as a member. The incubation facility would have the 

machinery that the company needs. “We can use the machinery for a fee and 

need not invest in equipment. The logistics cost will not be high as the facility 

is at Mettupalayam. We can increase production and in turn, our procurement 

of produce from the tribals will go up,” he adds.

The company is one of the 20-plus members enrolled so far with the project. 

The facility has been set up by the Forest College and Research Institute 

of Tamil Nadu Agricultural University on its premises at Mettupalayam with 

Rs. 2.4 crore financial support from the Entrepreneurship Development and 

Innovation Institute. The agro forestry business incubation centre is said to 

be the first-of-its-kind in India. “Agro forestry is an emerging industry with big 

time opportunities,” says AnandanRamasami, CEO of the Forum.

The centre’s aim is to develop entrepreneurship in agro forestry and create 

business opportunities. It will have a lab and machinery to produce value-

added items, equipment to develop products on a pilot scale and a training 

centre. It will accommodate 20-50 incubatees at a time with an incubation 

period of about two years.

Farmers in Amaravati go on hunger strike over ‘dry land’ 
classification
The farmers of Abbarajupalem village in Amaravati are up in arms against the 

Capital Region Development Authority (CRDA).

They have launched a hunger strike opposing its refusal to revoke land 

classification from dry (metta) to wet (jareebu) which they parted with under 

the Land Pooling Scheme (LPS) without “any prior intimation.” The condition 

of one of the farmers, KancharlaBalachandra Rao, 64, who is on hunger 

strike, is said to be “critical” .

The farmers are agitated over the alleged indifferent attitude of the State 
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government too.

They allege that none of the higher-ups had turned up though they had been 

on the hunger strike for the last six days.

The CRDA, the farmers said, had changed the classification of their lands 

from ‘jareebu’ (highly fertile) to metta (dryland) after three years of handing 

over the land to it. It paid the annuity of Rs. 50,000 per acre considering that 

their land fell under the jareebu category. The farmers were assured that they 

would get 1,450 square yards per acre in return.

GummadiVenkateswara Rao, a farmer, said the CRDA had not taken their 

objections into consideration. The farmers were wondering how the land 

classification had changed overnight when the government had been paying 

the jareerbu annuity for three years.

The authorities even set aside the High Court order to look into the issue 

raised by the farmers. Thirteen farmers, who were at the receiving end due 

to the CRDA’s decision, were small and marginal holding one to one and a 

half acres.

“Mr. Balachandra Rao’s health is deteriorating. He has been on the hunger 

strike for the last four days. Yet, the authorities haven’t responded,” he said.

CPI(M) pledges support

Amaravati division CPI(M) secretary Ravi said the government had cheated 

the farmers and the party would stand by them until justice was done to 

them.

When contacted, CRDA Commissioner Ch. Sridhar said, “As per the 

directives, the Collector has appointed a multi-disciplinary expert team which 

will be submitting the report to him.” Under the LPS, the farmers gave their 

land as the government had promised 1,000 square yards of residential plot 

and 450 square yards of commercial plot for every acre of Jareebu land.

For dry land, 1,000 square yards of residential plot and 250 square yards of 

commercial plot was promised. In addition, the annuity was being paid to the 
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farmers.

DRDO scouts for R&D partners
The Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) is looking for 

potential partners to co-develop an engine for its planned Advanced Medium 

Combat Aircraft (AMCA) and five other future technologies, its chairman G. 

Satheesh Reddy said.

It is on the lookout for collaborators to realise the other military technologies 

that it hopes to have in around five years — Unmanned Combat Aerial 

Vehicles (UCAVs) and UAVs, materials, sensors, avionics, and artificial 

intelligence, he said at the inauguration of a two-day international seminar 

connected with Aero India 2019.

“In all six areas, we are looking for partners with the capability and experience, 

within the country or outside. An aeroengine of the 110-kilo Newton type that 

we want for the AMCA is not available today. We will evaluate and involve 

them in research and development. Materials development is another 

very important area for making aircraft or missiles light and stealthy [or 

undetected],” he said on the sidelines of the seminar on emerging frontiers 

in aerospace technologies.

Dr. Reddy, who is also secretary, Department of Defence R&D, said industry 

would be enlisted at the beginning of a project so that it can begin production 

as a natural partner. At present, the focus is on consolidating ongoing R&D 

activities and ensuring they reach the logical end, he added.

Innovators tapped

He said indigenous technologies were being given a push. Minor innovators 

and startups are also being tapped for new concepts that the DRDO can 

try out. The new time-bound ‘Dare to Dream’ challenge has received 1,000 

responses from individuals and startups.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

Indelible ink’s new challenger: invisible ink
Indelible ink, the purple stain that billions of Indians show off during elections 

may face an invisible challenger in the near future. The Delhi-based National 

Physical Laboratory (NPL), the creator of indelible ink, has a new concoction 

that, when applied on the finger, doesn’t leave a trace — it merely glows a 

bright orange when a low-intensity beam of ultraviolet light is shone on it.

The NPL prepared the ‘invisible ink’ as part of a pilot project mooted by the 

Mysore Paints and Varnish Ltd. (MVPL). “The MVPL discussed with us the 

development of such an ink for use by a client [country] in Europe,” said 

Dinesh Aswal, director, NPL. The MVPL, a Karnataka government company, 

has a monopoly on the manufacture of indelible ink since 1962, and is a 

major supplier to the Election Commission of India (ECI). It also exports 

the indelible ink for elections in other countries. C. Hara Kumar, general 

manager, MVPL, said the ‘invisible ink’ was only at the discussion stage, and 

nothing had been firmed up.

The indelible ink was formulated as a deterrent against voting twice. But 

strangely enough, voters in some countries found the stained finger rather 

unseemly. “In India, we are proud to display our voter’s ink, but apparently in 

some countries people don’t want to display such a mark. So MVPL asked 

us if there was a solution,” said Mr. Aswal.

Organic-inorganic mix

The NPL’s invisible ink, however, wouldn’t be of immediate use to the EC. 

“The current formulation can’t be used for Indian elections as they are spread 

out over many weeks. We would need a different formulation,” said Mr. 

Aswal. He described the chemical — a transparent liquid — as an “organic-

inorganic” mixture that was biodegradable and could be washed off in 48 

hours.” The ink works on the well-known principle of fluorescence — certain 

materials emit a characteristic glow when exposed to ultraviolet light. The 
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NPL ink, however, glows only when exposed to a narrow band of frequencies 

of ultraviolet (UV) light. “Commercial UV markers or inks respond to a very 

broad spectrum of UV light. So, along with the ink, we’ll supply an inexpensive 

LED (costing no more than Rs. 30) that would emit a specific frequency of 

UV,” said Mr. Aswal. The NPL’s invisible ink experiment is linked to a larger 

project of creating security inks that could be used to make bank notes and 

documents, such as passports, more secure.

Deadlier version of BrahMos to be tested in three years
A sleeker, more lethal version of the supersonic cruise missile BrahMos is 

under development and the prototype should be ready for testing in about three 

years, said Dr.Sudhir K. Mishra, CEO and MD of BrahMos Aerospace.

“We are working on BrahMos NG. The idea is to have a smaller missile with 

the same capabilities. So the missile will fly at 3.5 times the speed of sound 

instead of 2.8 Mach. The range will remain at 300 km,” Dr. Mishra said at the 

ongoing Aero India.

New components

For this several mechanical components in the missile are being replaced 

with electrical components which will also reduce the size. A structural study 

has been carried out and several sub-systems have already been developed. 

“In three years we expect to develop a prototype for launch,” Dr. Mishra 

stated.

BrahMos is a joint venture between India and Russia and named after 

Brahmaputra and Moscowa rivers. It is capable of being launched from 

land, sea, sub-sea and air against surface and sea-based targets. The 

development trials of an anti-shipping variant began in 2003 and combat 

trials began in 2005.

The reduced weight enables the NG variant to be carried by the indigenous 
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Light Combat Aircraft (LCA). An LCA can carry two missiles while a Su-

30MKI can carry five of them, Dr. Mishra added.

The land and sea variants of BrahMos are already operational with the Army 

and Navy and the air-launched version is under development.

Big win for Piramal as SC lifts ban on Saridon
The Supreme Court has ruled in favour of Saridon, a heritage brand from the 

healthcare product portfolio of Piramal Enterprises Ltd. (PEL), exempting its 

formulation from the list of banned FDCs (fixed dose combinations).

In September 2018, Piramal had obtained a stay order from the Supreme 

Court on the ban, which allowed it to continue manufacturing, distribution 

and sale of the fixed dose combination.

Commenting on the Supreme Court ruling, NandiniPiramal, executive director, 

Piramal Enterprises Ltd., said, “We are pleased with the Supreme Court 

ruling, as it is an affirmation to our commitment to provide effective and safe 

healthcare solutions that address unique needs of Indian consumers. We 

were confident that the law would prevail in our favour. Saridon is a heritage 

brand trusted by customers for the last 50 years in India,” she added.

Saridon is a Rs. 100-crore brand, and it is so popular that it is estimated that 

31 tablets are sold every second in India.

India to have own DNS for safe browsing
The government will soon roll out a public Domain Name Server, or DNS, 

for India aimed at providing a faster and more secure browsing experience 

for Internet users in the country, while ensuring that citizens’ data is stored 

locally.

A DNS is a like a directory for the Internet. It helps to convert domain names 
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that are easy for people to remember into IP addresses, which are used by 

computers/machines to communicate. If the DNS is either slow or fails to 

work, users will not be able to locate web addresses.

“The main aim of bringing our own public DNS is to ensure availability, 

particularly for smaller Interest Service Providers (ISPs) who don’t have 

credible DNS. Bigger ones usually have their own DNS,” an IT Ministry 

official said.

Pointing out that there were other open DNS servers, including Google 

Public DNS, the official said the government’s system would prevent users 

from visiting malicious websites.

The roll-out, which will be executed by the National Informatics Centre – the 

technology arm of the government – will be completed in the next four to 

six months, the official said. NIC is already using the public DNS within the 

government network.

‘Mechanism in place’

Asked if the move would enable the government to block content or help in 

surveillance, the official said, “If the government wants to block a website, we 

have a mechanism in place. We can send a list to the ISPs for reasons such 

as child porn or fake news, and they have to comply with the order.”

“If you use any public DNS, they access and use all your data. It is not that 

users will compulsorily need to shift to India public DNS. A user is free to 

choose any DNS,” the official said, adding that with the government’s public 

DNS, Indian users’ data would be stored within the country.

The ministry, as part of its ongoing awareness campaign for safer Internet, 

also plans to reach out to end-users to educate them on DNS and how they 

could shift to an Indian public DNS if they desired.
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Drought less probable this year: Skymet
There’s unlikely to be a drought in 2019 as the El Nino — a climate phenomenon 

linked to poor monsoon in India — is likely to peter out by the beginning of 

the season, according to a forecast by private weather forecaster Skymet.

“The El Nino conditions were on the rise in the Pacific Ocean till December 

last. The temperatures are now declining, and the probability of El Nino is 

also falling. This will reduce to about 50% by the time monsoon arrives with 

a gradual decline thereafter as well. This means it is going to be a devolving 

El Nino year,” said Jatin Singh, managing director, Skymet Weather.

An El Nino refers to a half-to-one-degree rise in temperatures in the Central 

equatorial Pacific and is linked to a reduction in rains over key monsoon 

belts.

Earlier this month, the U.S. National Climate Centre issued a forecast that 

an El Nino had formed, was likely to persist until spring but there was only 

a 50% chance that it would persist beyond spring (March-April). “Because 

forecasts through the spring tend to be more uncertain and/or less accurate, 

the predicted chance that El Nino will persist beyond spring is 50% or less…” 

the climate centre’s statement noted.

Skymet defines ‘normal rains’ as that in a 4% window of 88 cm between June 

and September; 88 cm means ‘100%’ rainfall. Anything from 90% to 96% of 

the normal is ‘below normal’ and less than 90% constitutes a drought. Mr. 

Singh said that while the chances of a normal monsoon were the highest, 

about 50%, the next highest odds were those of ‘below normal’ rains.

‘Not formal forecast’

Skymet’s estimate doesn’t constitute a formal monsoon forecast, Mr. Singh 

clarified. However the organisation’s weather models as well as those of 

several other institutes, for now, agreed that the odds of a major El Nino (a 

temperature rise greater than a degree) were unlikely. “So we’re confident 
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on that front but a fuller forecast can only be made, at the earliest, by April,” 

Mr. Singh told The Hindu.

The India Meteorological Department (IMD) too concurred that a strong 

El Nino is unlikely but said it’s too early to rule out a drought. “The way 

we compute…we need weather conditions until March 30 to input into our 

models and only then we get a sense of the monsoon. However, the odds of 

a strong El Nino are low,” said K.J. Ramesh, Director-General, IMD.

WHO, Ministry conclave on yoga benchmark
The Ministry of AYUSH and World Health Organisation (WHO) are 

jointly organising a three-day conclave for reviewing the WHO document 

“Benchmarks for Training in Yoga” beginning Tuesday.

WHO is developing the yoga document as part of its global strategy to 

strengthen the quality, safety and efficacy of traditional and complementary 

medicine.

The development of this benchmark document is included in the project 

collaboration agreement signed between WHO and Ministry of AYUSH on 

cooperation in the field of traditional and complementary medicine under 

WHO strategy covering the period 2014-2023.

“A total of 16 yoga experts would be reviewing the draft document. Out of 

16 experts, 11 international experts are from USA, UK, Canada, Brazil, 

Saudi Arabia, Sri Lanka, Thailand, Japan, Australia and Malaysia. There 

would be four session on all three days. All the technical sessions would be 

coordinated by the experts from WHO Secretariat,’’ noted a release issued 

by the AYUSH Ministry.

This benchmarks document will be used in evaluating Yoga therapy, 

identifying trends in utilization, developing payment structures for service 

models, establishing regulatory framework for Yoga practice, the release 
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said.

QRSAM successfully test fired twice
The indigenous Quick Reach Surface-to-Air missiles (QRSAM) developed by 

the DRDO was successfully test fired twice from the Integrated Test Range 

Chandipur, off the Odisha coast, . The two missiles were tested for different 

altitudes and conditions.

Centre brings 42 non-scheduled cancer drugs under price 
control
The government  said it had brought 42 non-scheduled anti-cancer drugs 

under price control, capping trade margin at 30%, which would reduce their 

retail prices by up to 85%.

The National Pharmaceutical Pricing Authority (NPPA) has invoked 

extraordinary powers in public interest, under Para 19 of the Drugs (Prices 

Control) Order, 2013 to bring 42 non-scheduled anti-cancer drugs under 

price control through trade margin rationalisation, an official release said.

“Invoking paragraph 19 of DPCO, 2013, the government hereby puts a cap on 

trade margin of 30% and directs manufacturers to fix their retail price based 

on price at first point of sale of product... of the non-scheduled formulations 

containing any of the 42 drugs,” the Department of Pharmaceuticals (DOP) 

said in a notification.

105 brands

As per data available with NPPA, the MRP for 105 brands will be reduced 

up to 85%, entailing minimum savings of Rs. 105 crore to consumers, it 

added. Currently, 57 anti-cancer drugs are under price control as scheduled 

formulations. Now, 42 non-scheduled anti-cancer medicines have been 
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selected for price regulation by restricting trade margin on the selling price 

(MRP) up to 30%, the notification said.

“These would cover 72 formulations and 355 brands as per data available 

with NPPA. More data is being collected from hospitals and manufacturers to 

finalise the list,” it added.

The drug manufacturers have been given seven days to recalculate the prices 

and inform the NPPA, state drug controllers, stockists and retailers, it said. 

The revised prices shall come into effect from March, 8, it added.

The NPPA currently fixes prices of drugs placed in the National List of 

Essential Medicines (NLEM) under Schedule-I of the DPCO. So far, around 

1,000 drugs have been brought under price control under the initiative.

Non-scheduled drugs are allowed an increase of up to 10% in prices every 

year, which is monitored by the NPPA.
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The art and charm of shoshin
Pebble-skipping on water is an art that isn’t appreciated enough ever. If 

anyone has spent time watching pebbles make ripples across ponds as 

they skim along the surface, they will know what I am talking about.

If not, I encourage you to take on your person a couple of pebbles, as flat 

as possible, and hike up the high hills and mountains, or cut through the 

pristine forests, in search of a puddle, pond or lake of reasonable size to 

set off those ripples. Then, with the hand held flat, proceed to skip the 

pebbles across. The skilful amongst you may get the pebble to skip and 

skim the water in the first few attempts, causing beautiful rippling waves as 

they go along. I did not.

The elementary school-going son attempted a large stone throw in a small 

lake nearby, and I held on to him lest he launched himself with the stone. 

Size matters: large stones and small boys could cause the cannon to fly 

with the missile. This is the kind of thing that would have made Newton 

come up with complex mathematical calculations to support the theory of 

pebbles and ripples, missiles and cannons, and extend it to comets and 

stars.

We, on the other hand, laughed, and substituted a flattish stone in his 

hand. Father and son threw pebbles and I sat watching mesmerized at the 

beautiful rippling effect it had on the water.

I raised my face upwards towards the sun and my thoughts drifted. As I sat 

there thinking of this and that, a beautiful thing happened. The mind snapped 

out of the mundane and omnipresent things that occupied it, and went into 

a lovely, meditative state. Watching the sun sparkles drift meditatively on 

the waters was marvellous. The world seemed to be throwing these tiny 

diamonds into the water for our enjoyment and they drifted obligingly with 

the tiny waves — little shimmers bobbing up and down, dancing and shining 
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in the sun’s rays, set to the perfect rhythm of the breeze rustling through the 

bare winter branches of the trees nearby. The earth was bursting with new 

shoots and moss lined pathways from the recent rains.

Ducks, coots, pelicans, and geese were bobbing on the waters in the distance. 

Birds were chirping and swooping, and I enjoyed the swift, elegant swoops 

of swallows as much as the impressive regal swoops of the hawks overhead. 

Some people were biking, some others walking. The white clouds drifted 

lazily across the skies, as though they too enjoyed the sunshine and did 

not want to hide the sun. The air smelt fresh and clean with little wafts of 

eucalyptus and fir-scented drifts.

Nature’s shows are marvellous. For a moment I forgot about the to-do lists, 

the worries and tensions that the concept of a New Year brings, and enjoyed 

the free show in front of me, feeling revived and refreshed in spirit with every 

passing moment. All my senses were keen, alert and marveling at the wonder 

around me. I looked at the little fellow enjoying himself by the waters, and 

hoped he would remember these simple pleasures as he grows up and takes 

his place in this frenetic world.

The writing of the poet laureate, Mary Oliver, who died recently, spoke to my 

heart (emphasis added):

“Teach the children. We don’t matter so much, but the children do. Show 

them daisies and the pale hepatica. Teach them the taste of sassafras and 

wintergreen. Give them peppermint to put in their pockets as they go to 

school. Give them the fields and the woods and the possibility of the world 

salvaged from the lords of profit.”

My hope is for everyone to savour moments like these every now and then, 

to keep the capacity to wonder alive in us, to capture the beauty of shoshin. 

Shoshin is the Zen Buddhist word for ‘beginner’s mind’, denoting the capacity 

to bring wonder and open-mindedness to learning anything.
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The devil in the details
Recently I came across a news article about the Spanish city of Segovia, 

whose local council commissioned a statue of the devil, commemorating the 

legend that the Roman aqueduct in the city was built by the devil himself 

overnight. The statue was intended just to make the lesser-visited areas of 

the city more popular among tourists, but was challenged in court by a local 

group. It did so on the ground that the apparently funny figurine of satan 

was ‘insufficiently repulsive’. It expressed fears that the city might become a 

‘satanic tourism’ centre. Incidentally, the plea was dismissed by the court.

Segovia is an ancient city in the Castile region of Spain, and apart from the 

‘satanic’ aqueduct, it hosts the Alcazar de Segovia, said to have inspired the 

Cinderella castle in Disneyland.

According to local folklore, a young girl, tired of walking all the way up the hill 

to fetch a pail of water, prayed to the devil to solve her problem.

The devil answered but asked for her soul in return if he should finish the job 

before the cock crows at sunrise. The devil started building the aqueduct with 

alacrity but the cock crowed before he placed the last stone and the girl just 

cocked a snook at him.

The poor old devil was well outside the popular consciousness until the 

medieval ages when, Christians, after years of oppression and suffering, 

were never more eager and aggressive to spread their religion in Europe and 

nature-worshippers or ‘pagans’ as they were called (initially because they 

were mostly country-dwellers in the times of Christianized Roman Empire 

and later, as a pejorative term for non-Christians) wouldn’t give away so 

easily. It is said that a pictorial representation of the devil was not made 

until the late 9th century A.D., when the devil took the horns from Pan, the 

pitchfork from Poseidon and wings from Bes — all ‘pagan’.

It was indeed a clever plan to incorporate pagan deities and symbolism 
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into the devil, an embodiment of all things evil according to Christians, and 

thereby creating an illusion that pagans are evil too. This turned a substantial 

number of people around, and those who stood stiff were branded as witches, 

tried at kangaroo courts and brutally murdered publicly to create fear and 

intimidation among members of the public. Since then, the devil, who now 

was not only the embodiment of all things evil but also appointed as the god 

to pagans went underground, and only popped up rarely, in shady paintings 

and statues, the likes of Vosper’s ‘Salem’ (1908) and now, in Segovia.

With pagan-god-inspired superheroes, Gothic subculture and the rise of 

neopaganism in today’s world, a statue of the devil may as well draw the 

attention of men and women who are eager to break free from the constructed 

limits of traditional Abrahamic religions. Many of them would want to dig 

deeper back to a more traditional and ancient paganism due to the pagan 

features applied to this embodiment of evil, though with ulterior motives in 

the past.

This makes ‘satanic tourism’ something that is not impossible as dismissed 

by a Segovian counsellor.

Apart from all the effigies and symbols associated with it, paganism brings 

with it the spirit of superiority of nature to human beings on contrary to the 

Abrahamic notion of human paramountcy, which aligns with the modern 

realisation that an unexploited and respected nature is crucial to human 

survival.

The making of an urban nomad, sans commitments
A simple Net search at urbandictionary.com brought me the precise meaning 

of ‘urban nomads’ as “a small but diverse section of society that lives and works 

in an urban area, yet does not rent, own or otherwise reside permanently in 

any one location.” The term ‘nomad’ suggests a chosen lifestyle, as opposed 
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to a ‘refugee’ by compulsion, and it also suggests that nomads feel they have 

a home, as opposed to the ‘homeless’.

The definition of an ‘urban nomad’ is, someone who refuses to settle down in 

just one home, but chooses to live in multiple locations around the globe or 

just keep moving across locations.

Mind you, he or she does not need to be a bachelor to become an urban 

nomad!

People have become more mobile today than in the case of past generations. 

It has become easier to move abroad for work or studies.

In the ancient past, nomads used to travel to find food, but the modern urban 

nomad instead travels to find work or simply to work in another workplace.

The historical nomad travelled in large groups. The modern urban nomad 

travels alone and is city based.

What makes the modern urban nomad still a nomad is the fact that he exists 

in community through the wireless and Internet technology and is constantly 

immune to the urge to belong to some place.

“A global nomad, or glomad”, say Richards and Wilson in their book, The 

Global Nomad: Backpacker Travel in Theory and Practice (2004), “is a person 

who is living a mobile and international lifestyle.” They go on: “Global nomads 

aim to live location-independently, seeking detachment from particular 

geographical locations and the idea of territorial belonging.”

So why do we have this nomadic lifestyles in modern times? I feel that the 

above-mentioned definitions and meanings of the urban nomad are grossly 

misleading. It is so because they are covering up something real and deeper 

with a morphological aspect of the term.

The way I see it, it is not about geography at all. It is about some deeper 

human crisis — something like a phobia of commitment. Some people can 

simply not feel like belonging anywhere. While the lifestyle challenges faced 

at various workplaces are kids’ stuff, belonging to humans, such as having 
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one’s own kids and family is actually an absolute no-no.

So my dear, the urban nomads are not what Google makes you believe; you 

should be able to read between the lines! They are the ones who are running 

away from something or the other for their own survival.

At the end of the road, he or she is a mad urban wanderer because the modern 

relationships offer fewer benefits and takes you away from your comfort zone. 

To add to these, the cost of commitment is higher than ever!

Where is originality?
I am not much with words. Or sentences. Original sentences, that is.

English is of course not my first language. I have read enough literature in the 

Queen’s language, though. And the only thing I have achieved by doing that 

is, now I have collected a sackful of clichés and idioms.

I feel all these great authors have ensured that there is no original thought left 

unexpressed. Even my smart phone knows and predicts what I am going to 

write next.

Not that I get a lot of creative thoughts in my own mother tongue. But it would 

be nice once in a while to be the first in putting those thoughts in words in a 

different manner.

They say an average human being uses just a handful of words in his or her 

lifetime. Was it a thousand words? Or perhaps two thousand? If they did 

some research on the usage of phrases, the number would be far fewer.

If only I had a magic wand (cliché warning!), I would just wipe my slate clean 

(!), and clean up the clutter (!) of clichés, to let the originality flow through the 

crevices of its own formation! The euphemism for this is ‘inspiration’. By that 

logic, I must be one of the most inspired persons on earth!

My quest for that unique thought with unique expression continues. But I 

wonder how in the name of Goddess Saraswati, do all these other authors 
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on this Open Page manage to be so expressive and creative. I bet they have 

some special tool in their phones that warns them as soon as it detects a 

worn-thin phrase!

Anyway, you have just wasted two precious minutes of your life on this article 

of nothingness. Now go ahead and read the other articles here while I go and 

learn some Japanese.

Just in case I run out of clichés in the English language.

ASI takes serious note of vandalism at Hampi
Deputy Superintending Archaeologist, Mini Circle, Archaeological Survey of 

India (ASI) Hampi, Kalimuthu, while admitting that miscreants had indulged 

in an act of vandalism at the world famous Hampi, which enjoys the world 

heritage status, was of the view that the incident might have occurred at least 

a year ago.

False Point — a true friend for sailors of the Bay
Contrary to its name, False Point, the British era lighthouse standing tall on 

the Odisha coast in Kendrapara district, has actually been guiding ships and 

vessels through the choppy waters of the Bay of Bengal for the past 180 

years.

The oldest functional lighthouse in India, False Point has remained a familiar 

symbol for seafarers who would know its location at a distance of 40 km from 

the flashing of two white lights every 20 seconds — its navigational code after 

dark.

During the day, the 129-foot-tall, massive minaret-like structure of red-white 

bands with a huge embossed star on the side facing the sea was visible for 

a considerable distance.

“I had heard a lot about this station, but what attracted me the most was that 
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it was the oldest working lighthouse in India,” said I.C.R. Prasad, a former 

electrical engineer and a passionate lighthouse researcher.

In an era before GPS and other navigational devices, lighthouses used 

to be proud structures. Despite the march of communication and satellite 

technology, False Point, which is under the direct supervision of the Director 

General of Lighthouses and Lightships (DGLL) under the Ministry of Shipping, 

has not outlived its utility.

“When someone meets with an accident at sea and all modern navigational 

apparatuses are lost, there is no other way than going back to the basics. 

That’s why advanced countries like the United States are still continuing with 

lighthouses,” said Mr. Prasad.

Mistaken for Kolkata

According to legends, there were uncanny similarities between the mouths of 

river Hooghly in West Bengal and the Mahanadi in Odisha. Ships proceeding 

to the colonial hub of Calcutta often mistook Hukitola in the Mahanadi for 

Palmirah Port, which was actually 1 degree farther north, at the mouth of the 

Hooghly. “That mistake made the authorities decide that the befitting name 

for this place and its lighthouse would be False Point and not Hukitola,” Mr. 

Prasad explained.

The British administration had then spent the huge sum of Rs. 36,528 for 

erecting the lighthouse over 11 months — between December 1836 and 

October 1837.

Commissioned in March 1838, the tower first flashed lights via an imported 

lantern room with brass reflectors. “The light was a fixed one and the illuminant 

was a coconut oil wick lamp,” said Mr. Prasad.

According to the researcher, since the light was insufficient to warn mariners 

sailing at a distance from the shore, blue lights were beamed and maroon 

lights were fired from the tower once every four hours.

The light system was repaired around 1879 and converted into an occulting 
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light in 1884. After 47 years, in 1931, the six-wick capillary lamp was replaced 

with a petroleum vapour lamp. Subsequently, an incandescent lamp with a 

vertical filament was used for better illumination. Now, a metal halide lamp 

is used to flash lights every 20 seconds, with a proposal to upgrade it to an 

LED lamp.

“A notable feature of the lighthouse is the cluster of graves close by. The 

British workers, who had lived in isolation, worked in inhospitable conditions 

and died, were given a burial on the premises of False Point. The cemetery, 

with 11 vertical graves and a horizontal one, is still being maintained by us,” 

said Jayanta Chatterjee, present head light keeper of False Point.

The perils of working and maintaining the lighthouse can be gauged by the 

fact that even today one has to navigate thick mangrove vegetation and sail 

past crocidile-infested waters to reach the lighthouse from the sea.

Stating that False Point continues to guide local fishermen, who regularly 

venture into the deep sea for fishing, Mr. Chatterjee said, “We cannot afford 

a breakdown of the light system even on a single day.”

Authorities at the DGLL are now toying with the idea of converting False 

Point, with its rich history, into an ecotourism spot. “As per our pilot project, a 

lighthouse near Konark is being renovated to attract tourists. Depending on 

its success, False Point could get a new identity,” said Amitash Ray, Assistant 

Engineer at DGLL, Noida.

CBSE’s new initiatives for Board exams
The Central Board of Secondary Education (CBSE)  released a host of new 

technological measures for the smooth conduct of the Class X and Class XII 

Board examinations.

To prevent leaking of papers and any malpractices, the CBSE has introduced 

geo-tagged time-based tracking and monitoring of confidential material and 
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live web streaming from exam centres. It has also launched an ‘exam centre 

locator’ to help students find their centres on Google Maps using their roll 

number.

This year, a total of 18,27,472 candidates will be appearing for the Class X 

examination; 12,87,359 will sit for the Class XII examination. The vocational 

examination for Class XII starts on February 15.

The CBSE has banned the use of any communication devices at the 

examination hall and has also banned carrying old question papers to the 

hall. “Willfully spreading wrong information or fake news regarding Board 

exams or question papers through social media will be considered an unfair 

means,” said the CBSE.

The CBSE also said that it aims to bring out the Board results one week 

earlier than previous years.

TETRA introduced

The other IT initiatives taken by the CBSE include the introduction of Theory 

Evaluation Trend Analysis (TETRA), which is a decision support system that 

facilitates real-time evaluation monitoring and also allows trend analysis and 

visualisation of scoring patterns by students in different regions, cities and 

across different sets.

Another initiative is the Online Examination Centre Management System 

(OECMS) that has been developed and implemented with a view to get real-

time information about exams centres, the Board said.

It said that the complete examination process — from registration of 

candidates/LOC, admit card, attendance sheet, centre material, internal 

assessment grades (IAPX Online Internal Assessment marks collection), 

online uploading of practical (e Prac: Online Practical Examiners Allocation, 

Management and Marks uploading system) and theory marks (e-Theory: 

Online Theory Award Lists Allocation, Management and Marks Uploading 

System), processing of result, declaration of result — has been made IT 
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enabled.

Letter to parents

The Board said that it has already sent letters addressed to all parents of 

students that will be sitting for the exams, asking them to not transmit their 

own stress to their children.

The letters also urge parents to show pride in their children’s progress and 

keep their morale high.

“This letter also gives the Dos and Don’ts to the parents for facilitating their 

children, such as reaching examination centre before 10.00 a.m., not to 

believe any rumours and to keep children away from distractions of social 

media during exams,” the Board said.

It added that a letter to students on the importance of learning and what the 

Board exams prepare them for, has also been sent.

CBDT chief Sushil Chandra made Election Commissioner
President Ram NathKovind appointed Central Board of Direct Taxes (CBDT) 

Chairman Sushil Chandra as an Election Commissioner. Mr. Chandra 

is the second Indian Revenue Service official to hold the post after T.S. 

Krishnamurthy.

ArunJaitley resumes charge as finance minister
ArunJaitley resumed charge as the Finance Minister after a gap of over a 

month, the second break within a year that he had to take to undergo medical 

treatment abroad. Mr. Jaitley tweeted, “Thankful to Shri Piyush Goyal who 

discharged the responsibility diligently & competently.”



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

 FEBRUARY 2019
 VOL.54

    Miscellaneous
News and 
Events

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

PM Modi, South Korean President Moon Jae-in hold talks on trade, 

defence and security

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and South Korean President Moon Jae-in held 

constructive talks  on enhancing bilateral cooperation in key areas including 

trade, investment, defence and security.

PM Modi, who is on a two-day visit to South Korea to strengthen India’s 

strategic ties with the country, was accorded an official reception at the 

Blue House, the executive office and official residence of the South Korean 

President here. He also met First Lady Kim Jung-sook.

Addressing the media after the “productive talks” with President Moon, 

Prime Minister Modi said that South Korea is an important partner in India’s 

economic transformation.

Our trade and investment are growing, he said.

“PM @narendramodi& Korean President @moonriver365 held constructive 

talks on enhancing cooperation in trade & investment, defence & security, 

energy, space, Start-Ups and people-to-people exchanges,” said Raveesh 

Kumar, spokesperson of the Ministry of External Affairs.

Modi receives Seoul Peace Prize for 2018
Prime Minister Narendra Modi  received the prestigious Seoul Peace Prize 

for 2018 for his contribution to international cooperation and fostering global 

economic growth.

The award was presented to him by the Seoul Peace Prize Foundation at 

a grand ceremony in Seoul. A short film on the life and achievements of Mr. 

Modi was screened at the event.

While conferring the award on Mr. Modi, the award committee recognised 

his contribution to the growth of Indian and global economies, crediting 

‘Modinomics’ for reducing social and economic disparity between the rich 
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and the poor.

The committee also pointed to his contribution to regional and global peace 

through a proactive policy with countries around the world.

Mr. Modi is the 14th recepient of the award and the past laureates include 

former UN Secretary General Kofi Annan, German Chancellor Angela Merkel 

and renowned international relief organizations like Doctors Without Borders 

and Oxfam.

The Prize was established in 1990 to commemorate the success of the 24th 

Olympic Games held in Seoul. The award was established to crystalise 

Korean people’s yearning for peace on the Korean peninsula and in the rest 

of the world.

Olympic Committee halts talks with India after denial of visa 
to Pakistan shooters
India’s future as a host for sporting events remained uncertain following a 

decision by the International Olympic Committee (IOC) . 

The issue arose when India refused visa requests from two Pakistani 

shooters expected to participate in the ongoing ISSF World Cup here .

In a letter to the Indian Olympic Association (IOA), the IOC made it clear that 

all future international sporting events in India would be put on hold unless 

the host gave a written guarantee that there would be no discrimination on 

participation of athletes.

Seeks written guarantee

“The IOC Executive Board decided to suspend all discussions with the Indian 

NOC and government regarding the potential applications for hosting future 

sports and Olympic-related events in India, until clear written guarantees are 

obtained from the Indian government to ensure the entry of all participants in 

such events in full compliance with the rules of the Olympic Charter – and to 
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recommend that the IFs neither award to nor hold sports events in India until 

the above-mentioned guarantees are obtained,” the IOC ruled.

According to the IOC, it was “informed on 18 February that the Indian 

government authorities failed to grant an entry visa to the Pakistani delegation 

comprising two athletes and one official who were meant to participate in the 

ISSF World Cup. This is a qualification competition for the Olympic Games 

Tokyo 2020 in which direct quotas are earned by the respective National 

Olympic Committees (NOCs). The two Pakistani athletes were due to 

compete in the men’s 25m rapid fire pistol event, starting , in which two quota 

places are available for the Games.”

The IOC decided to restrict the withdrawal of recognition as an Olympic 

qualification event to the 25m rapid fire pistol competition in which the two 

Pakistani athletes were supposed to participate. “This happened in the 

interest of the other 500 athletes from 61 countries participating in the other 

events,” the IOC noted. 

Efforts made to salvage the situation proved in vain. “The ISSF 

(International Shooting Sport Federation) was asked to make a proposal 

on how the two available Olympic quota places will now be otherwise 

reassigned,” the IOC said.

In IOC’s view, the Indian stand was, “against the Fundamental Principles 

of the Olympic Charter, in particular the principles of non-discrimination, as 

well as the IOC’s and the Olympic Movement’s position, reiterated on many 

occasions over the past few years, that equal treatment must be guaranteed 

for all participating athletes and sporting delegations at international sports 

events, without any form of discrimination or political interference from the 

host country.”

Reacting to the development, former IOC member Randhir Singh told The 

Hindu, “This issue has to be taken seriously. It can impact Indian sports in 
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a big way. The government will have to give it in writing that no individual 

would be denied visa to participate in a sporting event in India.”

Former IOA president and veteran sports administrator Vijay Kumar Malhotra 

wanted a policy on this subject. 

“The IOC has a policy which we have to adhere to as far as uniform 

participation is concerned. We can’t discriminate,” he said.

The IOC sanctions may lead to cancellation of international events this year 

in badminton, chess, golf and hockey, among others. 

“The government will have to draw up a clear policy on this. We can’t afford 

to be denied sporting events,” Mr. Malhotra added.

Modi gets Seoul Peace Prize for fostering global links
Prime Minister Narendra Modi was given the Seoul Peace Prize for 2018  for 

his contribution to international cooperation and fostering global economic 

growth.

The Seoul Peace Prize Foundation presented the award at a grand ceremony 

here. A short film on the life and achievements of Mr. Modi was screened.

Mr. Modi said, “This award belongs not to me personally, but to the people 

of India. The success that India has achieved in the last five years is due to 

aspirations, inspiration and efforts of the people of India. On their behalf, I 

accept the award and express my gratitude.”

He said he was honoured that the award is being conferred on him in the 

year that India celebrated the 150th birth anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi.

The Prime Minister dedicated the $200,000 (Rs. 1.42 crore) prize money 

to the NamamiGange programme that seeks to stop pollution in the Ganga 

and rejuvenate the river.

Mr. Modi expressed concern over terrorism, and recalled that a few weeks 
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before the Seoul Olympics in 1988, an organisation called the Al-Qaeda was 

formed. As South Korea, India also suffered the pain of cross-border strife.

“Our endeavour towards peaceful developments has only too often been 

derailed by cross-border terrorism. While India has been the victims of cross-

border terrorism for over 40 years, all nations today face this grave threat 

which respects no borders,” he said, in an apparent reference to Pakistan.

UGC issues advisory to universities
With Kashmiri students facing harassment and assault on campuses in the 

wake of the Pulwama terror attack, the University Grants Commission (UGC) 

has issued an advisory, asking Vice-Chancellors to ensure their safety.

“In the context of reports being received through various media regarding 

the safety of students from Kashmir studying in various higher educational 

institutions, all universities and colleges affiliated to them are advised to 

ensure the safety and protection of the students on the campus,” said the 

letter sent  by UGC Secretary Rajnish Jain. “They may keep a watch on 

the situation and seek support of law and order machinery in case of any 

untoward incident.”

Mr. Jain also requested the Vice-Chancellors “to look into the matter 

personally for the safety of the students” and maintaining peace and harmony 

in universities/colleges”.

Railways plan to issue linked PNRs
Just like airlines, railways will now issue linked PNRs for connecting journeys 

allowing passengers to cancel their onward journey without any cancellation 

fee, if it is due to delay in the first leg, a senior official of the Railways said .

The facility, which will begin from April 1, will be beneficial for those passengers 
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who are booked on continuous trains for their onward journeys and get 

delayed due to fog, protests or any other reason during their trip.

“In case of linked PNRs, if a rail passenger misses connecting train owing 

to late running of the train by which he had been travelling, the fare for 

untravelled portion shall be refunded, without levying any cancellation or 

clerkage charge,” a Railway Board order accessed by PTI said.

However, it states that the passenger has to surrender the ticket for such 

refund within three hours of the actual arrival time of the first train.

This facility is applicable for all classes for both e-tickets and counter tickets 

and even a combination of both. Names of passengers on both the PNRs 

and the destination station in the main train should be same or in a defined 

cluster as the boarding station in the connecting train.

“This will greatly help passengers as they will not be in fear of losing money 

if they miss their connecting train. There were instances that the non-linking 

of PNRs resulted in problems for passengers during cancellation of tickets,” 

a senior official said.

Passengers travelling by air are given the same PNR for their onward 

journeys if they are travelling by the same airline or are part of an alliance 

of airlines.


