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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)



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    
National

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

National



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    
National

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

New airport at Rajkot gets Centre’s approval
The Centre   gave its approval for the development of a new airport at 

Hirasar in Gujarat’s Rajkot at an estimated cost of Rs. 1,405 crore. The 

decision was taken at the meeting of the Cabinet Committee on Economic 

Affairs.

Cabinet Okays National Mineral Policy 2019
The Union Cabinet   approved the National Mineral Policy 2019.

The policy is aimed at bringing about more effective regulation to the sector 

as well as a more sustainable approach while addressing the issues of 

those affected by mining.

“The aim of [the] National Mineral Policy 2019 is to have a more effective, 

meaningful and implementable policy that brings in further transparency, 

better regulation and enforcement, balanced social and economic growth 

as well as sustainable mining practices,” the government said in a 

statement.

Reconnaissance permit

Some of the features in the policy include the introduction of the right of 

first refusal for the reconnaissance permit (RP) and prospecting license 

holders, encouraging the private sector to take up exploration and the 

auctioning of virgin areas on a revenue- sharing basis.

In a separate decision, the Union Cabinet gave its ex-post facto approval 

for the creation of a special purpose vehicle (SPV) for the disinvestment of 

Air India and its subsidiaries and joint ventures.

The SPV, named Air India Assets Holding Ltd. (AIAHL), has been created 

for the purpose of warehousing the accumulated working capital loan not 

backed by any asset along with four subsidiaries (Air India Air Transport 
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Services Ltd. (AIATSL), Airline Allied Services Ltd. (AASL), Air India 

Engineering Services Ltd. (AIESL) and Hotel Corporation of India Ltd. (HCI), 

according to the statement issued by the government.

ChPT to get Kamarajar Port stake
The Centre has decided to divest its stake in the Kamarajar Port Ltd. (KPL) 

to Chennai Port Trust (ChPT) in a single process through strategic sale.

The Cabinet Committee of Economic Affairs (CCEA) chaired by the Prime 

Minister gave its in-principle approval for strategic disinvestment of 100% 

equity shares of KPL to ChPT in a single stage process by following ‘arm’s 

length’ principles.

Presently, the Central Government holds 67% of shares and Chennai Port 

Trust 33% shares in Kamarajar Port Ltd.

‘One Nation One Card’: PM launches mobility card that would 
work across country
Prime Minister Narendra Modi   launched the indigenously-developed 

National Common Mobility Card to enable people to streamline payments 

of multiple kinds of transport charges. Dubbed as ‘One Nation One Card’, 

the inter-operable transport card would allow the holders to pay for their bus 

travel, toll, parking, and retail shopping and money withdrawal.

Manipur ‘considering’ ST status for Meiteis
Manipur Chief Minister N. Biren Singh told the Assembly   that the BJP-led 

coalition government will give “positive consideration” to the demand for the 

inclusion of Meiteis, a non-tribal indigenous community, in the Scheduled 
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Tribes list.

Replying to a calling attention motion by K. Meghachandra of the Congress, 

Mr. Singh said there are some issues over the demand and the government 

is merely seeking time to discuss them minutely.

The Scheduled Tribe Demand Committee has been resorting to various 

forms of agitations in the State, demanding ST status for the Meiteis.   it 

organised a massive protest rally in Imphal and later a public meeting on the 

issue. The meeting took three resolutions — the government should send a 

recommendation to the Centre favouring the inclusion of the Meiteis in the 

ST list by March 6; candidates in the LS polls from the two seats in the State 

should support the demand; and people shall not vote for those who do not 

support this demand.

Poorest of poor and uneducated women left behind in ICDS
Anganwadi services have a poor reach among key beneficiaries – the poorest 

of the poor and uneducated mothers – according to a paper published in a 

WHO bulletin recently.

The government’s Integrated Child Development Scheme (ICDS) provides 

a package of six services at anganwadi or child-care centres to young 

children and pregnant women and lactating mothers. These services include 

supplementary nutrition, referral services, immunisation, health check-up, 

pre-school non-formal education and health and nutrition education.

The study analyses the findings of the National Family Health Survey 2005-

2006 and 2015-2016 to compare the coverage of ICDS over a 10-year 

period.

During this time, the average respondents benefiting from these services 

increased from 9.6% to 37.9% for supplementary food, 3.2% to 21% for 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    
National

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

health and nutrition education, 4.5% to 28% for health check-ups and 10.4% 

to 24.2% for child-specific services over a period of 10 years.

At the same time, the poorest of the poor or quintile 1, who were the largest 

beneficiaries in 2006, got left behind quintile 2 and quintile 3 by 2016 for 

all four indicators such as supplementary food, counselling on nutrition, 

health check-ups and early childhood services, shows the study authored 

by Suman Chakrabarti, KalyaniRaghunathan, Harold Alderman, Purnima 

Menon and Phuong Nguyen.

For example, supply of food supplements in 2006 was the highest for the 

poorest quintile (11.7%). However, by 2016, they accounted for 34.8% of 

the respondents, behind quintile 2 (41.7%), 3 (45.5%) and 4 (39.7%).

The study also said that mothers without any schooling were the lowest 

beneficiaries as compared to those with primary and secondary schooling 

in 2006, and they continued to be so in 2016.

Gadkari flags off project for Delhi-Mumbai Expressway
Union Minister for Road Transport and Highways Nitin Gadkari   laid the 

foundation stone for the 1,320 km-long Delhi-Vadodara-Mumbai Expressway, 

to be developed at an projected cost of Rs. 90,000 crore by 2022.

The Expressway aims to decongest the busy Delhi-Mumbai national corridor 

or NH-8. It is expected to reduce the distance between the two cities by 

about 150 km.

The expressway will also reduce the distance between Delhi and important 

cities like Kota, Bhopal and Indore by about 100 km, an official notification 

claimed.

The Delhi-Vadodara Expressway is being built in five phases. The bids have 

been invited for all these phases. The Vadodara-Mumbai Expressway is 
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being constructed in three phases.

Mr Gadkari, accompanied by Finance Minister ArunJaitley and External 

Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj, also laid the foundation stone for an eight-

lane access controlled Dwarka Expressway.

This 29 km long road passes through Delhi and Haryana and will serve as 

an alternate link to NH 8 for road connectivity between Delhi and Gurgaon. 

It will also connect western Delhi and parts of Haryana with Indira Gandhi 

International (IGI) airport.

No campaigning with defence staff posters: EC
Taking cognisance of a political banner bearing Wing Commander 

AbhinandanVarthaman’s portrait along with the photographs of Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi, BJP president Amit Shah and others, the Election 

Commission   said “strictest action” would be taken in such cases once the 

model code of conduct was in place.

After a picture of the banner was brought to the notice of the Commission, 

spokesperson Sheyphali Sharan said: “ECI already has instructions issued 

on such matters. Once the model code of conduct comes into force, the 

commission will take strictest action in such cases, if the instructions 

are violated.” The code comes into effect once the election schedule is 

announced.

In a letter to the recognised parties issued later, the Commission said it 

had been brought to its notice that some political parties were using the 

photographs of defence personnel in advertisements as part of their political 

campaigning.

Asking the parties to issue appropriate instructions to their candidates, 

leaders and cadres to ensure strict compliance, the Commission cited a 
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general advisory dated December 4, 2013, in this regard.

The advisory called upon political parties to desist from displaying photographs 

of defence personnel or functions involving them in advertisements, or 

otherwise, as part of their election propaganda.

The Commission’s advisory said: “The armed forces of a nation are the 

guardian of its frontiers, security and the political system. They are apolitical 

and neutral stakeholders in a modern democracy. It is, therefore, necessary 

that the political parties and leaders exercise great caution while making 

any reference to the Armed Forces in their political campaigns.”

Relaxation of rules to aid red-flagged Andamans tourism 
project
The Environment Ministry has amended laws that now allow a proposed 

tourism project in the Aves Island, of the Andaman and Nicobar island (A&N) 

territory, to come up.

The project was the only one of three high-profile proposed tourism projects 

that did not get a clearance from an expert committee on coastal clearance 

in February. This was because the proposed Aves Island project was located 

20 m away from the High Tide Line (HTL) and existing rules required such 

projects to be at least 50 m away.

An official said that while the new rules did ease the way for the Aves 

Island project, it was also done to broadly align the changes in coastal zone 

regulations in the country’s mainland States with the island regions. “What 

is important is that there is no other industrial development in the A&N, and 

tourism is a major thrust area that we have to consider. However, there 

continue to be stringent provisions on how infrastructure and development 

projects can be executed,” an official, who did not want to be identified, 
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told The Hindu. These were “high end” eco-tourism projects and had to 

strictly adhere to the island management plan, the official added.

In December, the government had issued a coastal regulation zone 

notification that largely allows tourism and development projects located 

near coasts in mainland States to come up closer to the sea. It also issued 

an Island Zone Protection Notification in January 2019 to allow similar 

relaxations in the A&N Islands.

Deferred clearance

In January, an expert committee of the Union Environment Ministry “deferred” 

clearance to a Rs. 100 crore proposal by the Andaman and Nicobar Islands 

Integrated Development Corporation Limited to develop an island resort, as 

well as put up “premium tents” and “tree houses,” on the grounds that it did 

not account for the biodiversity of the islands’ coast.

After site visits, the committee in February recommended two of them— 

at Lalaji Bay on Long Island and at Smith Island — for island protection 

zone clearance, with caveats. However, the Aves Island project was still 

red-flagged primarily because of the 50 m clause. In light of the March 8th 

notification, the committee is likely to re-look at the project.

Sukhois hobbled by lack of blast pens near LoC
The consequences of the inordinate delay in building hardened shelters, 

called blast pens, for the Su-30 fighter jets of the Indian Air Force in forward 

areas were felt during the recent aerial combat between India and Pakistan. 

The project was sanctioned only at the end of 2017, two decades after the 

jets were bought, a defence source said.

“Owing to the bureaucratic delays, we could not develop blast pens for Su-

30 MKIs near the Line of Control (LoC). The Cabinet Committee on Security 
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(CCS) sanctioned the project only at the end of 2017,” the source said. 

Hence, the jets could not be forward-deployed along the LoC, and they 

were scrambled from behind to intercept the Pakistan Air Force (PAF) jets 

that tried to bomb Indian military installations, the official said, explaining 

why the MiG-21 jets were the first responders during the aerial combat a 

day after the Balakot air strikes.

“The project will take three or four years to complete,” the official said, but 

declined to spell out the number of pens to be built or their cost.

On the morning of February 27, over 20 PAF jets, including F-16s, JF-17s 

and a few older Mirages, briefly crossed the LoC and attempted to drop 

H4 glide-bombs, but were intercepted by eight MiG-21 Bison jets. Mirage-

2000s and Su-30MKIs were scrambled from bases around, but MiG-21s 

were the closest and reached the location immediately and engaged the 

PAF jets. While an F-16 was shot down, the IAF lost an MiG-21.

Not factored in

The IAF got the first batch of Su-30s from Russia in 1996 and has since 

contracted 272 aircraft, of which 240 have been inducted. But the construction 

of blast pens was not included in the original deal with Russia. So the IAF 

put up a proposal when Air Chief Marshal N.A.K. Browne was the IAF chief. 

He served as the Chief of Air Staff from August 2011 to December 2013.

Panel’s comments

The Parliamentary Standing Committee on Defence pointed to the delay in 

building these shelters in a 2016 report. “Hardened shelters are not available 

for even the limited numbers of aircraft available with the service,” it noted.

The blast pens protect the aircraft from strikes by enemy jets or missiles. 

In the 1965 war with Pakistan, the IAF lost several aircraft in the open. A 

repeat of this was avoided during the 1971 war.
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EC ducks issue of greater VVPAT usage
Chief Election Commissioner Sunil Arora   said the committee of experts 

from the Indian Statistical Institute, constituted to determine a feasible 

threshold for counting of Voter Verifiable Paper Audit Trail (VVPAT) slips, 

would submit its report before the conclusion of the Lok Sabha election 

process.

In February, leaders of Opposition parties approached the Election 

Commission (EC) expressing concern over the possibility of electronic 

voting machines (EVMs) being tampered with. They demanded that 50% 

of the EVM results be matched and cross-checked with VVPAT slips before 

declaring the Lok Sabha election results.

Responding to a query, Mr. Arora said the political parties had given the EC 

a memorandum to that effect. Stating that the matter was also pending in 

the Supreme Court, he said the EC had started counting VVPAT slips at one 

polling station in every Assembly constituency.

However, as that political party and other stakeholders raised the issue of 

counting more VVPAT slips, the Commission appointed a high-powered 

committee from the Indian Statistical Institute to look into the issue.

“The Commission expects the report to come any time, certainly before the 

poll process is over. It will then discuss the report and take a view,” he said. 

As per the standard procedure, the first level check of EVMs and VVPATs 

is completed in the presence of representatives of political parties. A two-

stage randomisation of the machines will also be done. Before the actual 

use of EVMs and VVPATs at polling stations, mock polls are conducted on 

the machines in three stages.

Suddenly, ‘one nation, one policy’ sentiment is overtaking 
other models
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The spirit of discussion and dialogue is being replaced by diktats of various 

Ministries to the States. This is not typical of cooperative federalism’

Not many can claim to be experts in the arcane field of fiscal federalism. 

And there’s none who has seen the subject close at hand from the States’ 

point of view, the Centre’s and also from the Finance Commission as has Y.

V. Reddy , who has the additional distinction of having been the Governor of 

the Reserve Bank of India. So, who better to write on the subject than him? 

Dr. Reddy’s book, Indian Fiscal Federalism (OUP), co-authored with G.

R. Reddy , Adviser (Finance), Government of Telangana, was launched in 

Chennai last week. The Hindu caught up with them for an interaction ahead 

of the launch. Edited excerpts from the conversation:

You have said in your book that there is a feeling in some quarters that 

cooperative federalism is being replaced with coercive federalism. 

What is the basis for this comment?

Some developments have taken place after the 14th Finance Commission’s 

(FC) recommendations. Cesses and surcharge have increased significantly, 

even after GST. The States felt that they were being short-changed by the 

way the Centrally Sponsored Schemes (CSS) were restructured, increasing 

the share that the State government has to put in and then the way the 

GST is being administered. The general debate earlier was about the Bihar 

model competing with the Gujarat model and different States’ models of 

development competing with each other.

Now, suddenly the “one nation, one policy” sentiment is overtaking the other 

models. And the Planning Commission, which was a forum for States, is 

also not there now.

Due to this institutional vacuum, Ministries are directly dealing with CSS. 

So, the spirit of discussion and dialogue is being replaced by diktats by 

various Ministries. Some say that there is no dialogue, which is untypical of 
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cooperative federalism.

You’ve said that States are now forced to share more from their own resources 

in CSS. After your own 14th FC recommendations, the impression was that 

the Centre was devolving more to the States as it went up from 32% to 

42%.

As my co-author G.R. Reddy will explain, the comparison is not between 

32% and 42%; what was 39% became 42%, because of the way the 

computations differed. This increase was more than offset by the other 

actions on cesses and surcharges and CSS. So there has been virtually no 

advantage for the States

G.R. Reddy : The 14th FC considered the entire revenue account. Unlike 

the previous FCs, it considered even the Plan revenue account. As a result, 

some of the Plan transfers were subsumed under tax devolution.

The difference between 14th FC and others is that the former did away with 

sector specific grants that amount to 4-5% of the total devolution. If you take 

these two together, the actual devolution would have been 39% earlier and 

that became 42%. Even this 3% increase is not very visible because it has 

been more than neutralised by the Centre.

You mentioned institutional vacuum. Do you think NITI Aayog has not 

been able to step up to the plate?

There were some deficiencies in the way the Planning Commission 

functioned. There was an impression given to the States that they had to 

go to the Commission as a supplicant but not for discussion. That was its 

weakness which had to be corrected. In the correction process, that bad 

habit was got rid of but there was no new system. There is no forum now. 

Each Ministry has become an authority unto itself and is able to dictate 

terms to the States.

There is a view that some of the terms of reference of the 15th FC may 
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not stand the test of constitutional validity. What’s your view?

There are 3-4 issues. It is true that it generated unprecedented reaction. 

Never before for an FC have a number of CMs got together and protested. 

Also, some scholars questioned the constitutional validity of some Terms of 

Reference – for example, whether there is need for revenue deficit.

The constitution provides for it and each FC needs to decide on this. Third, 

the 15th FC has been asked to review the 14th FC. It is a continuing process. 

Above all, the Commission has been asked to make recommendations 

keeping in view some performance indicators and that States should 

conform to certain policy parameters, which reflected the existing policy of 

the Centre.

The way the FC is structured, it is not supposed to be an instrument of the 

central government’s priorities of the day. So it has been questioned on 

several grounds.

Most of the considerations mentioned in the ToR are not necessarily binding 

on the FC. The Commission can choose to or choose not to take these into 

account. But it needs courage and vision for the Commission to do so – we 

are hoping that will be there.

What’s your view on the controversy over the base date of population 

census in the 15th FC?

The whole question is whether it is a correct thing or not. It is difficult to 

defend outdated population as the basis. Because the FC is supposed 

to take into account the needs of the State for the period. How can 1971 

population determine the needs of the State in 2021? It was undertaken on 

the grounds that States should not be penalised. But what about States that 

have taken action on family planning after 1971? They don’t get anything. It 

should be a continuing incentive, right?

This time, they prescribed 2011 population. That is also not valid. The FC 
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recommendations are from 2020. So you should have estimated population 

of the States for the period 2020-2025. Ideally, there should be no stipulation 

of a date for population and should be left to the FC but if at all, one should 

have the population relevant for the period.

Isn’t GST a good example of cooperative fiscal federalism?

It is an extraordinary institution and is commendable. It did not come into 

existence overnight. It started as an informal committee in the Finance Ministry 

and has evolved. In the implementation, there has been dissatisfaction 

expressed. The fact that the Centre has a veto increases its influence. But 

that is part of the game. Concerns may be there in the way it is working. It is 

a good example of collaboration and cooperation in an institution between 

the Union and the States.

Can this be replicated in other areas?

Exactly. This is on the revenue side. On the expenditure side, fiscal transfers 

outside the FC, it can be brought under some inter-State council. That was 

the recommendation of the 14th FC.

The GST Council may not be replicated but is a good approach to build on. 

On the expenditure side, it is a different type of collaboration, compared to 

the revenue side.

Is that a recommendation that the 15th FC can give?

Yes. The transfers to the States from the Centre can take FC and non-FC 

routes. The 14th FC gave recommendations on how to structure the non-FC 

transfers. It’s only in the ambit of advice.

There are three approaches: virtually abolish the Commission by making a 

constitutional amendment and say this will be the percentage; the second 

is to have a continuous FC, a GST Council type of mechanism but the FC 

gets subsumed in this; the third is to have the FC and a design of new 

institutional arrangements which will be more technical, more political and 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    
National

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

more consensus-based, as recommended by the 14th FC.

All this is provoked partly because of the GST Council which has been 

positive and partly because of the institutional vacuum — both these are 

pushing us to find new institutional mechanisms.

On the special category status for Andhra Pradesh, what was the stand that 

you took in the 14th FC?

Special category status is not under the jurisdiction of any FC. In my book, 

I have explained the Centre’s version of the relationship between 14th FC 

recommendation and the special category.

If you want the simple truth, 14th FC did not make any recommendation on 

inclusion or exclusion of special category. The issue of according special 

category status and assurance by the PM was given months before the 14th 

FC could give recommendations.

But the government has its own explanation as to why it interprets the 

recommendations of 14th FC with regard to special category status. I have 

given that in the book. It is for the reader to decide why and how these are 

related.

India is world’s 2nd largest arms importer
India was the world’s second largest arms importer from 2014-18, ceding 

the long-held tag as largest importer to Saudi Arabia, which accounted for 

12% of the total imports during the period.

“India was the world’s second largest importer of major arms in 2014–18 

and accounted for 9.5% of the global total,” according to the latest report 

published by the Stockholm International Peace Research Institute (SIPRI)  

.

However, Indian imports decreased by 24% between 2009-13 and 2014-
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18, partly due to delays in deliveries of arms produced under licence from 

foreign suppliers, such as combat aircraft ordered from Russia in 2001 and 

submarines ordered from France in 2008, the report stated.

Russia accounted for 58% of Indian arms imports in 2014–18, compared 

with 76% in 2009-13. Israel, the U.S. and France all increased their arms 

exports to India in 2014-18. However, the Russian share in Indian imports is 

likely to sharply go up for the next five-year period as India signed several 

big-ticket deals recently, and more are in the pipeline. These include S-

400 air defence systems, four stealth frigates, AK-203 assault rifles, a 

second nuclear attack submarine on lease, and deals for Kamov-226T 

utility helicopters, Mi-17 helicopters and short-range air defence systems. 

The report noted that despite the long-standing conflict between India and 

Pakistan, arms imports decreased for both countries in 2014-18 compared 

with 2009-13.

Pakistan at 11th

Pakistan stood at the 11th position accounting for 2.7% of all global imports. 

Its biggest source was China, from which 70% of arms were sourced, 

followed by the U.S. at 8.9% and, interestingly, Russia at 6%.

Globally, the volume of international transfers of major arms in 2014-18 

was 7.8% higher than in 2009-13 and 23% higher than in 2004-2008. The 

five largest exporters in 2014-18 were the United States, Russia, France, 

Germany and China together accounting for 75% of the total volume of 

arms exports in 2014-18. “The flow of arms increased to the Middle East 

between 2009-13 and 2014-18, while there was a decrease in flows to all 

other regions,” the report said.

China, which has emerged as a major arms exporter, has increased its 

share by 2.7% for 2014-18 compared to 2009-13. Its biggest customers are 

Pakistan and Bangladesh.
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As Indian imports reduced, the impact was on Russian exports of major 

arms, which decreased by 17% between 2009-13 and 2014-18. The report 

said this was partly due to “general reductions in Indian and Venezuelan 

arms imports”, which have been among the main recipients of Russian arms 

exports in previous years.

CWC meet in PM’s turf to set alliance strategy
The Congress Working Committee (CWC) will send out an important 

message from Ahmedabad   on the need for all democratic forces to come 

together to defeat the NDA led by Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

Sources told The Hindu that the Congress wanted to send a strong political 

signal that the party is ready to take on Mr. Modi on his home turf. Apart from 

stressingthe ‘Congress’ legacy’ of Mahatma Gandhi and SardarVallabhai 

Patel — two of the tallest icons from Gujarat — March 12 also marks the 

launch of the historic Dandi March in 1930.

Before the CWC formally starts its deliberations at the SardarVallabhbhai 

Patel memorial centre, party leaders would hold a prayer meeting at 

Gandhiji’s Sabarmati Ashram.

The CWC, which is meeting in Gujarat after a gap of 58 years, is expected 

to give final shape to the party’s political strategy including the tricky issue 

of alliances.

After the CWC meet, Congress president Rahul Gandhi will address a public 

rally at Gandhinagar. His sister and newly appointed general secretary 

Priyanka Gandhi Vadra is expected to address the rally.

Hardik’s entry

Patidar leader Hardik Patel, who led a quota agitation for the Patel 

community, will formally join the party at the rally and is likely to be a Lok 
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Sabha candidate.

The Congress is keen on resetting the national political narrative to the 

“failures of the Modi government” from the dominant “ultra-nationalism” of 

the post-Pulwama discourse.

“Once the next government takes charge, there must be a White Paper on 

1) decision-making & impact of demonetisation 2)unemployment situation 

since 2014 3)GDP statistics 4)utilisation of fuel taxes & cess 5)use of public 

funds for political campaigning. India needs answers,” tweeted senior leader 

Ahmed Patel.

“There are serious livelihood issues; there is the issue of farm distress; 

there is an issue of demonetisation, there is the issue of how badly GST 

has been implemented to destroy small enterprises. How Mahatma Gandhi 

NREGA programmes have been completely subverted. So, these are the 

real issues in the election,” said senior leader Jairam Ramesh.

SC questions govt. on tracking assets
The Supreme Court has asked the government to confirm within two weeks 

whether its February 2018 judgment to set up a permanent mechanism 

to track unnatural increase in the assets of electoral candidates had been 

complied with.

A three-judge Bench led by Chief Justice RanjanGogoi   directed the 

government to state whether there was any mechanism to deal with the 

non-disclosure of assets and income sources by a candidate.

The court has asked the government to clarify whether it has made the 

necessary amendments in Form 26, mandating submission by the 

candidates of information whether they suffer from any disqualification 

under the provisions of the Representation of the People Act, 1951.
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The Bench directed the Secretary of the Legislative Department to file his 

reply within two weeks.

The order came on a contempt petition filed by NGO LokPrahari. It was 

a petition by this NGO that had led to the February 16, 2018 verdict. The 

judgment had trained the spotlight on the exponential rise in the assets of 

politicians within a span of just five years.

Govt. defends electoral bonds scheme in SC
Electoral bonds have been introduced to promote transparency in funding 

and donation received by political parties, the government told the Supreme 

Court.

“They [bonds] can be encashed by an eligible political party only through 

their accounts with authorised banks. The bonds do not have the name 

of the donor or the receiving political party and only carry unique hidden 

alphanumeric serial numbers as an in-built security feature,” a 21-page 

affidavit said. The government described the scheme, introduced on 

January 2 last year, as an “electoral reform” in a country moving towards a 

“cashless-digital economy.”

Yechury’s plea

The government was responding to a petition filed by the CPI(M) and 

party secretary general Sitaram Yechury to strike down the ‘Electoral Bond 

Scheme 2018’ and amendments in the Finance Act, 2017, which allow for 

“unlimited donations from individuals and foreign companies to political 

parties without any record of the sources of funding.”

Denying the charge, the government said “the scheme envisages building 

a transparent system of acquiring bonds with validated KYC and an audit 

trail.” It said a limited window and a very short maturity period would make 
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misuse improbable. “The electoral bonds will prompt donors to take the 

banking route to donate, with their identity captured by the issuing authority. 

This will ensure transparency and accountability and is a big step towards 

electoral reform,” it said.

The electoral bond, a bearer instrument, can be bought for any value and 

has a life of only 15 days. Bonds will be available for purchase only for 10 

days in designated months.

’i-help’ initiative launched in Assam
The ‘i-help’ initiative to promote digital electoral literacy in Assam has been 

launched in view of the forthcoming Lok Sabha poll, officials said. The ‘i-

help’ is a joint initiative of the office of the Chief Electoral Officer(CEO) and 

Common Service Centres (CSC). “Today, we are experiencing a transition 

period to the digital world. To make the transition smoother for the general 

public, CSC can play a vital role to educate the people on the usage of IT-

enabled services related to election,” CEO Mukesh Chandra Sahu said in 

a statement.

‘Rights of children caught in parental conflict need focus’
A proactive step need to be taken to focus on child rights, specifically in 

cases of parental conflict, the Supreme Court has highlighted.

The rights of children caught in the middle of an ugly divorce or a custody 

battle between parents need specific articulation.

A quagmire

Divorce and custody battles are a quagmire and it is heart-wrenching to see 

an innocent child ultimately suffer for the legal and psychological war waged 

between the parents, the Supreme Court has observed.
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A Bench of Justices A.M. Khanwilkar and Ajay Rastogi expressed “deepest 

concerns” about the plight of children caught in the emotional roller-coaster 

of their parents’ divorce and custody battles.

The case in question concerned two U.S.-based children whose mother 

brought them here and filed a custody case against the husband.

Psychological harm

Justice Rastogi, who wrote the judgment, said the courts and judges could 

be able to resolve the legal problems of the parents, grant them divorce 

and send them on their separate ways. But what would become of the 

psychological harm caused to child who has witnessed the ugliness between 

the parents

The child is unwittingly at the centre of the custody battle, but is yet not a 

true participant in the process, Justice Rastogi observed.

Everybody is working for the “best interests” of the child, but they seldom 

understand what they are in fact. The judge paints the portrait of the child’s 

helplessness. “While the ‘best-interests’ principle requires that the primary 

focus be on the interests of the child, the child ordinarily does not define 

those interests himself or does he have representation in the ordinary 

sense,” Justice Rastogi wrote.

“The child’s psychological balance is deeply affected through the marital 

disruption,” the court said.

Hence, for the sake of a child’s future relationship with each of his parents, a 

negotiated settlement is much better than an order imposed by a court after 

adversarial proceedings.

About 44% of PM-KISAN beneficiaries await payment from 
Centre
With just 10 days to go for the first payout deadline under PM-KISAN, only 
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2.74 crore farm families, or about 56% of the total list of 4.92 crore names 

submitted by States, have been paid so far. The remaining 2.18 crore farm 

families are still awaiting processing or are caught somewhere within a four-

stage validation process set up belatedly to weed out fakes.

The scheme to pay Rs. 6,000 per year to small farming families was 

introduced less than a month before the announcement of the Lok Sabha 

polls, and the first instalment of Rs. 2,000 is to be paid by March 31.

“These checks and balances were built as we implemented the scheme; 

it’s not like they were thought of in advance,” said a senior official from 

the Agriculture Ministry, which is coordinating with the States to roll out 

the scheme at a breakneck pace. “The four-stage validation came into the 

picture because we found discrepancies in the names after the first set of 

beneficiaries,” added the official, speaking on condition of anonymity.

The scheme was operationalised on February 24.

In Telangana, where a similar fund transfer scheme for farmers has been 

ongoing for a year, the State spent one year before the scheme’s rollout to 

clean up land records, identify beneficiaries and weed out fakes.

For PM-KISAN, the Centre left it to States to identify beneficiaries using their 

own land records. The first stage of validation is to check the State-submitted 

database and ensure that data entry is complete with all mandatory details 

filled in; the second stage involves verification of the bank account number 

and IFSC code; in the third stage, banks verify if the name on the account 

actually matches the beneficiary’s name. If a proposed beneficiary trips up 

at any of these stages, the details are sent back to the States for on-the-

ground manual verification, a process that has become slower as State 

governments have shifted their focus to poll preparation.

Once these three stages are cleared, States sign a fund transfer order for 

the remaining beneficiaries and money is transferred directly into beneficiary 
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accounts.

Meanwhile, the Centre has approached the Election Commission to clarify 

whether fresh names can be added to the database even after the Code of 

Conduct was imposed, and whether these new beneficiaries can be paid 

just before the general elections.

Modi gets Varanasi again, Shah replaces Advani in 
Gandhinagar
The BJP   released its first list of 184 candidates for 20 States for the Lok 

Sabha election, with Prime Minister Narendra Modi slated to fight from his 

constituency of Varanasi, and party president Amit Shah throwing his hat in 

the ring from Gandhinagar, represented six times by former Deputy Prime 

Minister L.K. Advani.

The party retained most MPs, and the biggest drop is in the electorally 

crucial State of Uttar Pradesh, where six candidates have been replaced in 

a list of 21.

Union Minister for Health J.P. Nadda released the list in the evening, but 

refused to comment on Mr. Advani being replaced by Mr. Shah.

A source in the party, however, said the decision on whether to contest or 

not was left to Mr. Advani, as was the case with former Union Minister Murli 

Manohar Joshi. This was discussed at the party’s parliamentary board two 

weeks ago.

As for Mr. Shah, senior leaders said the party needed a heavyweight 

replacement for Mr. Advani, and with Mr. Modi not contesting from Gujarat, 

Mr. Shah was the natural choice. It is also a sign of Mr. Shah’s undisputed 

preeminence in the BJP and its affairs, both in Gujarat and nationally.

Rajnath from Lucknow
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In Uttar Pradesh, where the BJP faces the formidable alliance of the 

Samajwadi Party and the BahujanSamaj Party, 28 names were announced, 

including that of Mr. Modi from Varanasi, Home Minister Rajnath Singh from 

Lucknow and Textiles Minister SmritiIrani from Amethi (to take on Congress 

president Rahul Gandhi). Among the dropped MPs was Union Minister 

Krishna Raj from Shahjahanpur. She has been replaced by ArunSagar, 

from Sambhal. Satyapal Saini has been replaced by Parmeshwar Lal 

Saini. In the Misrikh constituency, Anju Bala has been replaced by Ashok 

Rawat. In Hardoi, Jai Prakash Rawat replaces AnshulVerma. The Agra 

and FatehpurSikri MPs have both been replaced by S.P. Singh Baghel and 

Rajkumar Singh respectively.

Significantly, the candidature of Dr. Joshi, the MP from Kanpur; Union 

Minister Maneka Gandhi, who represents Pilibhit; and her son Varun Gandhi, 

representing Sultanpur, was not announced.

Mr. Nadda said all 17 candidates from Bihar had been finalised and the list 

sent to the State unit. It would be announced at an NDA event.

In Tamil Nadu, the BJP’s lone sitting MP, Union minister PonRadhakrishnan has 

been repeated from Kanyakumari and State unit chief TamilsaiSoundarrajan 

from Thoothukudi, where she will face off against DMK MP Kanimozhi.

Lack of infra, access, quality key hurdles for national health 
policy
The ambitious National Health Policy, 2017 (NHP), which aims to achieve 

universal health coverage and deliver quality healthcare services to all 

at affordable costs, has a rough road ahead with its implementation on 

ground.

While the policy aims to be a guiding document for the government, it has 
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several challenges such as lack of infrastructure and amalgamation of 

various streams of the healthcare sector, which will have to be addressed if 

it has to be a success story.

“First, challenges of inadequate facilities, infrastructure, coverage, access 

and quality continue to plague the health system. Over 95% of facilities 

function with less than five workers, and only 195 hospitals in the entire 

nation operate with quality certifications. Essential diagnostics, such as 

mammograms have scant coverage of only 1%,” said K. Madan Gopal, 

health vertical, National Institute for Transforming India (NITI) Aayog, the 

government’s policy think tank, in his paper published in the latest issue of 

the Indian Journal of Community Medicine.

Gopal’s paper titled Strategies for ensuring quality health care in India: 

Experiences from the field highlighted that India even lags behind its 

neighbours, including the Maldives, Sri Lanka, Nepal and Bhutan, in terms 

of certain indicators such as incidence of tuberculosis and premature deaths 

due to non-communicable diseases (NCDs). The NHP aims to increase life 

expectancy at birth from 67.5 to 70 by 2025.

“India’s average life expectancy (68.3 years) is some 10 years shorter than 

that of the Maldives, drawing attention to some shortcomings in India’s 

strategy for quality health. This is despite a decade of the ambitious National 

Health Mission implementation. Perhaps, patching the gaps in the ground-

implementation of the pioneer programmes of the government needs a 

determined revisit,” said Gopal in his paper.

“While one would expect private sector care to have higher quality, there 

is increasing evidence suggesting poor quality. Problems with the public 

and private health setup are largely the same—gulf of difference between 

the reported and actual diagnostic and treatment facilities, the tendency of 

over-prescribing and subjecting patients to unnecessary interventions, lack 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    
National

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

of efficient monitoring mechanisms, and poor implementation of regulatory 

controls,” he added.

The ambitious NHP looks at problems and solutions holistically with the 

private sector as a strategic partner. It also seeks to promote quality of 

care with a focus on emerging diseases and investment in promotive and 

preventive healthcare.

“One major cause for concern is limited use of the health management 

information system as a proactive management tool in government health 

programmes. There is also inadequate linkage between research institutions 

and the implementation wing. The HIV/AIDS programme seems to be losing 

steam due to shortage of resources and dwindling political commitment,” 

said Shailaja Chandra, former secretary (health), ministry of health and 

family welfare.

NHP talks about close collaboration of alternative and allopathic systems 

of medicines. In recent years, efforts have been made to mainstream 

Indian systems of medicine, but integration remains incomplete due to the 

absence of healthy interdisciplinary dialogue between AYUSH and allopathic 

systems.

“Although there is a plethora of health research institutions in India, there is 

little synergy between them. There is also limited role of these institutions 

in formulation of major health policies and programmes. We can look at 

the possibility of merging some of these institutions and providing them 

with adequate budget, infrastructure and human resources, particularly 

to address the key national health issues,” said Amit S. Ray, professor of 

economics, Jawaharlal Nehru University.

An area of major concern is environmental degradation, with the pollution 

levels in most major cities reaching alarming proportions, even as India 

wakes up to a major health threat. “Almost half of our urban population 
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does not have basic civic amenities. In the name of industrialization and 

development of our backward areas, we are polluting the limited sources of 

safe drinking water of local communities. The indiscriminate use of pesticides 

is a cause for serious long-term worry. Public places and even the holiest 

rivers of this country are fast turning into garbage dumps,” said Chandra.

“Effective implementation of the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan can go a long way 

in addressing many of these concerns. We have almost 400 million people 

living in urban settings in India. Unfortunately, the Urban Health Mission is 

yet to effectively begin its work at a large scale. It might be worthwhile to 

look at some recent experiments being done by the states,” she added.

Rahul promises to wipe out poverty with NYAY
Under NYAY, the income threshold has been fixed at Rs. 12,000 a month and 

the Congress has promised that their government will pay the difference. 

According to Congress leaders, data on national income distribution indicates 

that even the poorest families earn Rs. 6,000 a month.

To cost Rs. 3.6 lakh cr

The cost to the exchequer from the proposed scheme is expected to be 

around Rs. 3.6 lakh crore going by the estimate of five crore families.

“If a family earns Rs. 6000 per month, the remaining Rs. 6,000 will be credited 

to their account. Once the family reaches the threshold of Rs. 12,000, it 

[payment] will stop,” explained Mr. Gandhi. He added that the scheme will 

be implemented in phases after a pilot project.

Asked about possible implication on fiscal management, Mr. Gandhi said,“ 

The entire calculations have been done. The fiscal repercussions of this 

have been analysed. This money is perfectly available. This scheme is 

perfectly do-able”.
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The Congress chief also said the party has been in touch with leading 

economists who agree on the scheme’s feasibility.

”If Narendra Modi can give money to the rich people in the country, then 

Congress can give the poor this money,” he said, accusing the Prime 

Minister of “creating two Indias by favouring the rich”.

‘Remonetising economy’

Former Finance Minister P. Chidambaram claimed that the scheme can 

implemented without being fiscally imprudent. “Under NYAY, the poorest 

20% of families will get a uniform amount of Rs. 72,000 year. Every family 

in the poorest 20% will be given an income support of Rs. 6000 a month. 

We have consulted economists, this is doable, and we will adhere to fiscal 

discipline,” he tweeted.

“This is not note bandi or demonetisation but ‘remonetising’ the economy 

ornote wapsi that will have a tremendous impact on revenue,” said Praveen 

Chakravarty, who heads the Congress’ Data Analytics wing that collected 

the numbers on household incomes.

Chinook will improve reaction capabilities, says IAF chief
The Indian Air Force (IAF)   inducted the first batch of four Chinook CH-

47F(I) heavy-lift helicopters, which will significantly improve airlift to high-

altitude areas.

“The induction of Chinook will be a game changer... This modern, multi-

mission-capable, heavy-lift transport helicopter will enhance our heli-lift 

capability across all types of terrain to the full effect,” Air Chief Marshal B.S. 

Dhanoa said at the ceremony at the Air Force Station in Chandigarh.

The service ceiling of 20,000 feet would redefine heavy lift not just in 

operations but also for inter-valley transport and the artillery.
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These helicopters will be deployed in northern and eastern regions, the IAF 

said. Besides Chandigarh, another unit will be created at Dinjan in Assam.

India finalised a contract for 15 Boeing Chinook helicopters in September 

2015. The first batch arrived at the Mundra Port in Gujarat in February this 

year.

All helicopters will be delivered by March next year.

The first batch of 12 pilots and as many flight engineers underwent training 

in the U.S. in October 2018.

A shot in the arm

The Chinook CH-47F(I) heavy-lift helicopters can carry a maximum payload 

of 11 tonnes and 54 combat-ready troops or 24 stretcher patients. The 

Army’s recently inducted M-777 Ultra-Light Howitzers can also be carried 

to forward areas.

This will significantly improve the rapid reaction capabilities along the 

western and eastern borders.

“The Chinook heavylift helicopter has been customised to suit our 

requirements...,” the IAF said in a statement.

Citizenship Bill binds rivals in 3 NE States
Rivals in the battle of the ballot across Nagaland, Manipur and Mizoram 

seem to be bound by a common cause — opposition to the Citizenship 

(Amendment) Bill, 2016. They include candidates of the Bharatiya Janata 

Party, which has vowed to get the Bill passed, if voted back to power.

There are State-specific issues, such as the elusive settlement to the Naga 

peace process in Nagaland and bridging the gap between the hills and 

plains dwellers of Manipur. But thwarting the Bill is the overriding issue, most 

intensely in Mizoram where a regional party went to the extent — inviting a 
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notice from the Election Commission in the process — of seeking the right 

to secede if the Bill is passed.

The three States have four Lok Sabha constituencies among them — two in 

Manipur and one each in Mizoram and Nagaland. These seats, represented 

by those on the country’s fringes, matter when mainstream political parties 

or alliances need support to form the government at the Centre.

Except for Nagaland, where the sitting MP belongs to the BJP’s ruling ally 

Nationalist Democratic Progressive Party (NDPP), the three seats in Manipur 

and Mizoram are currently held by the Congress. On paper, the BJP has 

the edge over the Congress by virtue of ruling Manipur and Nagaland with 

regional allies.

Though the saffron party has fielded a candidate from the minority Chakma 

community in Mizoram, it holds the advantage because the State is ruled by 

a partner in its anti-Congress forum, the Mizo National Front (MNF).

“The Citizenship Bill is bad news for the indigenous people of Mizoram, 

where the presence of illegal migrants is a major issue. We cannot let 

this happen,” MNF candidate C. Lalrosanga, a former Director General of 

Doordarshan, toldThe Hindu. His prime rival, Lalnhinglova Hmar, too has 

declared war on the Bill. An independent candidate backed by the Congress 

and the regional Zoram People’s Movement, he is a media professional and 

football administrator.

Struggling for existence after the Assembly election last year, the Congress 

in Nagaland appears to have been buoyed by the return of 21 veterans to 

the party fold. One of them is former Chief Minister K.L. Chishi, who is the 

Congress candidate for the lone Lok Sabha seat.

‘Jio-fuelled’ competition likely to dent telcos’ FY19 revenue: 
ICRA
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The Indian telecom industry is expected to see a decline in revenue for 

the third straight year in 2018-19 amid intense competition, while “minor 

improvements” are expected in the next fiscal with a “modest increase” in 

pricing, according to ratings agency ICRA.

Pricing pressure

“The launch of services by RJio [Reliance Jio] marked the beginning of 

intense price-based competition, which has largely continued. The pricing 

pressure exerted on the industry manifested in severe deterioration in the 

financial performance, marked by decline in revenue, lower profitability 

[even losses for some telcos] and low cash generation,” it said. However, it 

pointed out that the trends of last few months have indicated some recovery 

with ARPUs (average revenue per user) showing signs of stabilisation.

“Industry revenue, which fell by 11% in FY2018 to Rs. 2.1 lakh crore, is 

estimated to decline further by 7% in FY2019. The industry earnings before 

interest, tax, depreciation and amortisation [EBITDA] is estimated to reduce 

by 18% in FY2019, following a 21% erosion in FY2018 (Rs. 49,000 crore),” 

Harsh Jagnani, sector head and vice-president, corporate ratings, ICRA, 

said.

“FY20 can witness the benefits of higher data usage, and a relatively 

more consolidated and stable industry structure resulting in some pricing 

discipline. We expect minor improvements with revenue estimated to grow 

by 6% and EBITDA by 20% in FY20. However, these come off a lower base 

and will still be significantly lower than the peak of FY16,” he said.

The day CJI dealt with over 700 cases
The Chief Justice of India’s lists of cases showed an unusual spike in 

numbers. A total of over 750 cases were listed before the Bench led by 
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Chief Justice of India RanjanGogoi and Justices Deepak Gupta and Sanjeev 

Khanna.

Later, in the post-lunch session, the Chief Justice explained the reason for 

listing so many cases before his Bench.

The CJI said the cases numbering from 12 to 751 were all defective. They 

have been lying in the Supreme Court registry, gathering dust, for almost 

nine years. Neither the litigants involved nor the lawyers who had signed on 

to represent them have bothered to cure the mistakes in the filing of these 

petitions. They remain literally abandoned.

The CJI just wanted to lay bare how such cases form the bulk of the backlog 

in the Supreme Court.

“They are all defective. Petitioners have not cleared the defects. These 

cases are pending since 2010, 2011, 2012,” Justice Gogoi said.

The cases were identified and brought to fore by the Supreme Court 

Registry.

“You [petitioners and lawyers concerned] get two weeks to clear the defects, 

or all these cases are out of here,” the Chief Justice declared. A lawyer 

urged four weeks’ time to clear the mistakes in a case. “No, two weeks, 

that’s it,” Justice Gogoi firmly replied.

Pending cases

As of March 2019, the Supreme Court has 57,785 pending cases. Of these, 

13,257 are either “incomplete” or “not ready” cases. That means these 

cases, both miscellaneous and regular ones, have defects which make 

them unfit to be listed for hearing before a judicial Bench.
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Govt. cuts FY19 growth estimate to 7%
The government   revised downwards its estimate for GDP growth in the 

2018-19 financial year to 7% from the 7.2% estimated in the first estimate for 

the year released in January.

Data showed that the GDP growth slowed for the third consecutive quarter in 

the quarter ended December 2018 to 6.6% — a six-quarter low — from 7% 

in the second quarter and 8% in the first quarter of this financial year.

The slowdown in 2018-19 is due to a lowering in the growth estimate of the 

agriculture sector to 2.7% as per the latest data compared with the 3.8% 

estimated earlier. The manufacturing sector, too, is estimated to grow at a 

marginally lower 8.1% compared with the previously predicted 8.3%.

“FY19 GDP growth in second advance estimate of national income is lowered 

to 7% from 7.2% in first advance estimate,” Devendra Kumar Pant, chief 

economist, India Ratings and Research, said.

“The primary reason for this is the upwards revision in FY18 GDP growth 

rate in the first revised estimate [released on January 31, 2019] to 7.2% from 

6.7% earlier.”

The two notable divergences between the second estimate and the first are 

that private final consumption expenditure growth has been revised upwards 

to 8.3% from 6.4% and investment growth was revised lower to 10% from the 

earlier estimate of 12.2%.

Nominal GDP

Economists point out that the size of the economy in terms of nominal GDP 

is now estimated to be Rs. 190.54 lakh crore, up from the Rs. 188.41 lakh 

crore estimated earlier.

This, they said, will go a long way in helping the government meet its fiscal 

deficit target of 3.4% of GDP for the year.

On a quarterly basis, the agriculture sector is estimated to have grown at 
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2.7% in the third quarter of this financial year, compared with a 4.6% growth 

in the same quarter of the previous year.

The manufacturing sector grew at 6.7% in the third quarter, down from 8.6% 

in the December quarter of 2017-18.

“[The] FY19 GDP growth at 7% is the lowest in last five years and the third 

quarter FY19 growth at 6.6% is a six-quarter low,” Mr. Pant added.

“This indicates that the economy is losing steam. Based on the revised first 

three quarters and annual numbers, Ind-Ra’s calculation shows that the GDP 

growth in Q4 has to be 6.5% to attain overall 7.0% growth in FY19.”

SEBI slashes regulatory fee for brokers

The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) has lowered the regulatory 

fee that it charges market intermediaries, a move that is expected to bring 

down the overall trading costs for investors.

The fee that brokers have to pay to SEBI has been reduced by 33.33%, while 

the the fees levied on agri-commodity brokers has been cut by 93.33%.

The regulatory fee paid by stock exchanges has also been lowered by 80%. 

The move assumes significance as India has always featured among the most-

expensive countries globally in terms of trading costs in the capital market. The 

board of the regulator, which met in Delhi  , also tweaked the valuation norms 

for debt mutual funds, while allowing institutional investors like mutual funds 

and portfolio management services in the commodity derivatives segment.

The watchdog has said that credit rating agencies may provide valuation of 

money market and debt securities that are rated below investment grade, 

thereby providing uniformity in valuation across fund houses.

“The valuation agencies appointed by Association of Mutual Funds in India 

(AMFI) may provide valuation of money market and debt securities rated below 

investment grade,” SEBI said in a release, adding that fund houses would be 

responsible for fair valuation and may deviate from the valuation provided 
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by such agencies subject to certain checks and balances. This is important 

considering that ratings agencies typically stop valuing securities once the 

rating falls below investment grade, thereby leading to lack of uniformity in 

pricing of such securities across fund houses.

Incidentally, the IL&FS episode saw many fund houses taking a hit in different 

proportions after the company defaulted on its payment obligations.

The regulator has also said that entities that acquire a significant stake in a 

listed entity as part of a debt restructuring will not be eligible for exemption 

from open offer obligations.

This effectively implies that if Etihad acquires a stake in Jet Airways, it will 

have to make an open offer to acquire shares from the public shareholders. 

Such an exemption from making an open offer would, however, be available 

for banks and other financial institutions.

Meanwhile, the regulator has given its nod for the participation of MFs and 

portfolio managers in the exchange traded commodity derivatives segment.

Further, Category III Alternative Investment Funds, which are already permitted 

to participate in commodity derivatives, have now been permitted to deal with 

goods received in delivery against physical settlement of such contracts, if 

any.

“SEBI’s decision to allow entry of MFs and portfolio management services 

(PMS) for commodity trading is a very investor friendly move,” said Sanjit 

Prasad, CEO, India Commodity Exchange.

Airtel, Reliance Jio, Vodafone Idea up the ante with higher capital 

commitments

“There are but two ways of paying debt: increase of industry in raising income, 

increase of thrift in laying out,” said Thomas Carlyle, a Scottish writer and 

philosopher. Indian telecom firms have tried all they could—raising revenues, 

cutting costs—but all of that has amounted to a few drops in the ocean when 
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compared to their monumental debt.

Bharti Airtel Ltd, the best placed of the lot, with a debt to Ebitda ratio of about 

4.2 times, lost its investment grade ratinglast month from Moody’s Investors 

Service. Ebitda stands for earnings before interest, taxes, depreciation and 

amortization.

While the company already had plans to reduce leverage by selling its stake 

in Africa operations and in Bharti Infratel, its tower infrastructure business, it 

evidently believes that much more needs to be done.
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Late last week, Airtel announced plans to raise as much as₹32,000 crore, 

largely through a rights issue and selling perpetual bonds worth ₹7,000 crore. 

The move will bring down its debt to Ebitda to around three times, which can 

potentially get Moody’s to revisit the ratings downgrade, and result in better 

borrowing rates.

The need to bring down leverage isn’t the only reason driving telcos such as 

Airtel to raise large funds. “The capex intensity of the sector will continue to 

remain high. While 4G capex may be at its peak, we see 5G spends kicking in 

from next year,” says Rajiv Sharma, co-head of research at SBICAP Securities 

Ltd. Analysts at JM Financial Institutional Securities Ltd say, “The fundraise 

may provide (Airtel) the financial flexibility to participate in 5G spectrum auction 

in FY21.”

While companies are now saying that the reserve price for 5G spectrum is too 

high to even consider bidding, analysts say companies may not ignore the 

chance to upgrade for too long, especially given how aggressive they have 

been in the recent past with regard to upgrading their networks.

Airtel isn’t alone in its fundraising efforts. Vodafone Idea Ltd had earlier 

announced a rights issue of ₹25,000 crore. It was already walking a tightrope 

and now suddenly faces competition for public funds, with Airtel announcing 

a similar-sized issue.

Reliance JioInfocomm Ltd decided late last year to hive off its fibre and tower 

assets and house them in two separate companies, a move that is typically 

associated with a plan to sell a stake to a strategic or financial investor at a 

later stage.

The big worry in all this is there is hardly any talk of raising income—as Carlyle 

suggests—and reducing leverage. In fact, in Airtel’s decision to raise what is 

being considered a larger-than-needed amount of capital, the worry is that 

cash burn will continue longer than what was earlier anticipated.
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“It is better to be over-capitalized than under-capitalized amid the continued 

uncertainty in the Indian wireless market. A well-capitalized balance sheet is a 

must to fight the ‘brutal battle of capital and capacity’ that the Indian wireless 

market currently is,” say analysts at Kotak Institutional Equities in a note to 

clients.

Vodafone Idea comes across as the weakest placed in this brutal battle. 

Compared to peers Reliance Jio and Airtel, the company has been lagging 

in capital expenditure (capex), say analysts. As Rajiv Sharma of SBICAP 

Securities points out, “Government (department of telecommunication) dues 

coming up for payment in the next two years itself amount to ₹21,000 crore for 

Vodafone Idea, leaving limited scope for tactical investments such as 5G.”

The Indian telecom industry is experiencing the “escalation of commitment” 

problem, where the tendency to escalate capital commitments ends up being 

disastrous for firms, especially in hypercompetitive markets. The coffee wars 

in the US between Philip Morris’s Maxwell House and Procter and Gamble’s 

Folgers brands is a classic example, where both companies struggled to make 

money thanks to their fight for dominance.

As pointed out in a Mint article, citing research from Kotak, what the telecom 

industry really needs is so-called de-escalation bids such as an increase 

in tariffs. Instead, the path the industry has chosen is to escalate their 

commitments. Of course, one can argue that they have little choice but to 

keep pumping in money to protect their already large investments. But as 

history has shown, this strategy doesn’t end very well.

Why mutual funds are running away from risk-free government 
bonds
Debt mutual fund managers are facing a tough time, with credit risk of their 

assets rising in the aftermath of the IL&FS crisis. Logically, to offset this rising 
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credit risk, one would expect them to pile on risk-free government bonds or at 

the very least hold on to existing ones.

Strangely though, mutual funds have been net sellers of government 

bonds since the beginning of 2018, and the intensity of the selling has only 

increased in the months following September. As a percentage of total assets 

under management of income funds, holdings of government securities had 

dropped to 3.34% by end-January, from 5.37% in August 2018, shows data 

collated by Value Research.

One explanation that fund managers offer is that fixed income funds, especially 

gilt funds, have been facing outflows since the beginning of 2018, which has 

triggered selling in government bonds. “The duration risk is high given the 

outlook on interest rates. Investors want to be at the shorter end of the curve 

now and are moving from long duration funds to that of shorter duration,” said 

Lakshmi Iyer, head of products and debt at Kotak Asset Management Co. 

Ltd.

This pessimism over long duration bonds—government bonds typically fall in 

this category—is unlikely to change soon, she added.

Adding to this was the delicious opportunity to easily offload long-term 

government bonds to the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) through its open market 

operations (OMOs). The central bank has been one of the biggest buyers of 

bonds in recent months.

“RBI had done large-scale OMO operations and that had pushed yields down 

sharply. This sharp fall in yields has given a profit-taking opportunity. Also, 

when the RBI is buying, it is the best opportunity to sell,” said R. Sivakumar, 

head of fixed income at Axis Asset Management Co. Ltd.

But what the selling of government bonds has done is increase the credit 

risk profile of debt funds even more. To their credit, mutual funds reduced 

their exposure to commercial papers (CPs) by over four percentage points 

to 10.6%, a clear move to reduce credit risk since these instruments were 
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at the epicentre of the liquidity crisis. Recall that questions about the credit 

quality of non-banking financial companies (NBFCs) had butchered their 

stocks in September, with some of them losing more than 50% of their market 

value. In fact, taken together, the exposure of corporate bonds and CPs hasn’t 

risen as much.

But it’s fair to say that debt fund managers are between a rock and a hard place. 

Faced with redemptions, the only way to quickly raise cash is to sell the most 

liquid asset, which is a government bond. Corporate bonds are illiquid even 

on the best days since the secondary market volume is abysmally low. During 

tough times when credit risk is perceived to be high, it is even tougher to sell 

them.

Having said all this, higher corporate credit exposure doesn’t necessarily 

mean much higher risk, especially if the bets are placed on corporate bonds 

that are highly rated. “This is the Indian market. We are always yield-hungry as 

investors want superior returns. When a safer quasi-public sector issuer can 

give a higher yield, why bother with a gilt?” says a fund manager, requesting 

anonymity.

The problem, however, is when the above logic leads to bets that significantly 

alter the risk profile of income funds. The fact that some mutual funds have 

agreed to standstill agreements with some corporate borrowers, who are 

facing liquidity pressures, only goes to show that riskiness of some debt funds 

have gone beyond what investors had bargained for.

Centre to incentivise work-from-home jobs
The government is working on a scheme to push work-from-home jobs in the 

IT sector by offering financial incentives to both employees and employers.

“Incentivising work-from-home jobs through policy-level initiatives can help in 

creating jobs in the ITES domain while increasing the available talent pool for 
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the sector. This will create employment opportunities in the IT/ITES industry, 

especially for women and differently-abled persons,” an IT Ministry official 

said. Currently, the scheme is proposed for a three-year period till March 31, 

2022, with an outlay of about Rs. 270 crore to create about 50,000 work-from-

home jobs.

The initiative is likely to be launched as phase II of the IT Ministry’s India BPO 

Promotion Scheme that incentivises firms to set up operations in tier-2 and 

tier-3 cities in the country. The scheme, launched in 2016, had an outlay of 

about Rs. 500 crore with an objective to create about 1.45 lakh jobs.

“There is abundant talent pool in the country, especially women, who are not 

able to join full-time office jobs. The scheme envisages incentives for both 

employers as well as employees,” the official said. Pointing out that companies 

do not recruit people for work-from-home jobs on part-time basis, but on 

contract due to stringent labour laws, the official said, “For contract-based 

jobs, companies don’t need to provide PF and other job benefits.”

Labour law exemption

The ‘work-from-home’ policy may extend relaxation in labour laws similar to 

that given to start-ups under the Startup India programme.

In 2016, the government had announced exemption for start-ups from nine 

labour laws, including the Payment of Gratuity Act, 1972.

Besides, it is proposed that employees be provided support for 50% of the 

cost of a laptop (Rs. 10,000 cap) or smartphone (up to Rs. 5,000), along with 

up to Rs. 350 per month for broadband.

“We are also thinking about offering salary-based incentives to incentivise 

employees to stick to work-from-home jobs,” the official said, adding that 

additional incentive would be given to women employees, differently-abled, 

SC/ST or those from aspirational (backward) districts.

To avail benefits under the work-from-home scheme, employees will need to 

have an Aadhaar-linked Universal Account Number.
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For employers, among other things, the policy proposes to provide 50% of the 

actual expenditure on technical infrastructure required for enabling such jobs, 

with a cap of Rs. 10,000 per job.

India downplays impact of U.S. GSP withdrawal
The Indian government   downplayed the effect of the U.S. decision to 

withdraw trade concessions granted to India under the Generalised System 

of Preferences (GSP), with Commerce Secretary AnupWadhawan saying that 

the impact would amount to only $190 million on the value of $5.6 billion in 

exports to the U.S. that fall under the GSP category.

Sources in the Ministry of External Affairs, however, said that the government 

would continue to talk to the U.S. during the 60-day period after which the 

GSP withdrawal would come into effect, in an effort to work out a deal.

The U.S. Trade Representative Office   morning (Indian Standard Time) said 

that it had decided to withdraw the GSP status for India and Turkey at the 

direction of U.S. President Donald Trump following India’s “failure to provide 

the United States with assurances that it will provide equitable and reasonable 

access to its markets in numerous sectors.”

“The withdrawal of GSP benefits to India will have a minimal and moderate 

impact,” Mr. Wadhawan said at a press conference. “The total GSP benefits 

amount to about $190 million on exports of $5.6 billion [that fall under the GSP 

category].”

‘Unacceptable’ requests

“We had worked out a meaningful package that covered the U.S. concerns 

but they made additional requests which were not acceptable at this time,” 

he added. “The GSP system is envisaged as a non-reciprocal benefit to 

developing countries.”

“Ours is not a systemic problem,” the Ministry of External Affairs official said. 
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“Our efforts were to find a reasonable package and a balance between the two 

sides. There were a number of areas [in which] we were willing to bring U.S. 

products into the Indian market. In some cases, there were genuine cultural 

concerns like dairy products, where too we were trying to see how we could 

work with them.”

“Evidently, all the flexibility we showed did not meet their requirements,” the 

official added. “We are still in discussion and will continue to talk to them. 

There is agreement on a very substantial package, but some issues where for 

domestic reasons on both sides flexibility was not possible. While they have 

initiated this, there are still 60 days left.” Mr. Wadhawan added that India was 

still in talks with the U.S. on the higher import duties that the country charges 

on steel and aluminium, and said that India was still reviewing whether it would 

impose retaliatory tariffs or not.

Deadline postponed

The government had, in the middle of last year, decided the list of items on 

which it would impose retaliatory tariffs but has since then postponed the 

deadline of implementation six times. The latest deadline is April 1, 2019. “The 

U.S. needs to keep in mind that for the second consecutive year, their exports 

to India have climbed by 30% in the past year,” the MEA official said.

“Surely that counts for something, particularly in a depressed global scenario. 

By kicking in the GSP review, the trade package has been shelved, but if they 

would like to pick up the conversation on that, we are ready,” the official said.

By U.S. statute, the changes to the GSP status cannot take effect until at least 

60 days after the notifications to the U.S. Congress and the Government of 

India, and will be enacted by a Presidential Proclamation.

Reliance Infra wins bid for Rajkot airport
Anil Ambani led Reliance Infrastructure Limited has received the Letter of 
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Award from the Airports Authority of India (AAI) for a Rs. 648-crore contract for 

the construction of greenfield airport at Hirasar in Rajkot district of Gujarat.

The company had participated in the tender for engineering, procurement and 

construction (EPC) contract independently as the main contractor.

Successful execution

“Our strong credentials in infrastructure projects execution are borne out by 

the successful execution of large scale transportation and power projects,” 

said Arun Gupta, CEO, Reliance Infrastructure E&C, commenting on the 

award of the contract.

“The Hirasar airport project will further strengthen Reliance Infrastructure 

Limited’s bona fide to be a leader in infrastructure projects,” he added.

Reliance Infrastructure had scored the highest technical score of 92.2% 

among nine qualified bidders like Afcons and L&T. Work on the airport is to be 

completed within 30 months from the date of issue of the award.

The new airport is being constructed near National Highway (NH-8B) connecting 

Ahmedabad and Rajkot, nearly 36 km from the existing Rajkot Airport.

Over time, the proposed airport would also meet the spillover needs of 

Ahmedabad, according to a statement from the company.

The holistic development of Hirasar airport would not only serve the demand 

generated by Rajkot city but also cater to the demand in the neighbouring 

States, the company added.

Bid to privatise ground handling delayed
Concerns over high royalties quoted by bidders for ground handling services 

at 76 airports owned by the Airports Authority of India (AAI) have delayed the 

announcement of the outcome of the bidding process.

Several ground handling agencies, including Celebi, Bhadra and the Bird 

Group, had earlier voiced concerns over royalties as high as 227% being 
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quoted by certain bidders when the AAI opened the bids for the airports in 

December last year.

In-depth examination

The AAI has now sought a deeper examination of the high royalties as well as 

the business model of the highest bidders, it is reliably learnt.

“We are examining the bids,” a senior AAI official said on the condition of 

anonymity.

Matching bids

“The AAI asked players to match the bids when after the bids were opened 

in December and after that, we are yet to hear from them,” said a ground 

handling agency on the condition of anonymity.

The AAI floated tenders for 76 of its airports in different batches, starting May 

2018.

The re-tendering of ground handling services at the airports became necessary 

after the Ministry of Civil Aviation released its regulations on ground handling 

in 2016 and barred manpower agencies from providing these services, while 

allowing the airlines to self-handle.

Ethanol production gets a leg-up
In a bid to boost sugar mills’ ethanol-production capacity and help them pay 

off mounting arrears to cane farmers, the Union government has approved 

Rs. 3,355 crore in incentives. The Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs 

(CCEA) made the decision   at what is likely to be its last meeting before the 

Lok Sabha election is announced.

The CCEA has approved Rs. 2,790 crore for bank loan interest subvention to 

mills, and Rs. 565 crore for loan interest subvention to the molasses-based 

standalone distilleries.

Banks will be able to extend soft loans worth Rs. 15,500 crore to mills and 
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distilleries under the scheme. This is likely to benefit 268 mills and create 

an additional 300-400 crore litres of ethanol capacity, according to industry 

estimates.

Record harvests and sugar recovery have caused a glut in sugar production 

and brought the prices down. Cash-starved mills owe farmers more than Rs. 

22,000 crore in arrears for the current season, with almost half the sum owed 

to farmers in the politically significant parts of Uttar Pradesh.

Last June, the ruling BJP lost a crucial byelection in Kairana, in the heart 

of Uttar Pradesh’s cane country. The defeat was perceived as the result of 

farmers’ anger. The enhancement of ethanol capacity could help divert surplus 

cane from sugar production, thus reducing inventories and bringing in revenue 

to mills. Improved liquidity would help them pay off their dues.

Funding period extended to boost regional air connectivity
The Union Cabinet   gave its approval for extending the “time and scope” of 

financial support of Rs. 4,500 crore to the Airports Authority of India (AAI) for 

the revival of small airports for the regional connectivity scheme (RCS).

The sum of Rs. 4,500 crore had earlier been promised for the development of 

50 un-served and under-served airports for the period of three years between 

financial years 2018 and 2020. An AAI official said that this was now being 

extended to all the airports AAI may develop until 2022.

The official added that the need to seek these extensions was felt because 

the duration of the RCS programme according to the scheme document is 10 

years. The scheme was launched in March 2017 after the first sets of RCS 

routes were awarded.

The AAI has developed 38 unfrequented and less frequented airports since 

the launch of the scheme in March 2017. As many as 750 routes have been 

awarded for connecting 77 un-served airports, 21 under-served airports, ten 
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waterdromes and 31 helipads.

SBI links savings account, short term loan rates to repo rate
In a first of its kind, State Bank of India has decided to link the interest rate 

paid on savings bank balance of over Rs. 1 lakh to the repo rate — the key 

policy rate set by Reserve Bank of India.

Also, the bank will link cash credit accounts and overdrafts, with limits above 

Rs. 1 lakh, to the repo rate. The new system will come into effect from May 

1, SBI said in a statement.

The move comes ahead of the April 1 deadline for banks to link the lending 

rate to the external benchmark which is aimed at increasing the effectiveness 

of monetary transmission. Most banks are likely to link their lending rates to 

the repo rate.

“In order to address the concern of rigidities in the balance sheet structure 

and address the issue of quick transmission of changes in RBI’s policy rates; 

effective from May 1, 2019, SBI has taken the lead in linking its key pricing 

decision for savings bank deposits and short term loans to the repo rate ,” 

the lender said. At present, SBI’s savings bank rate is 3.5%, which is 2.75 % 

below current repo rate of 6.25%.

With the interest rates starting to move downwards, and RBI being expected 

to lower the interest rate once again in April, the savings bank interest rate is 

expected to come down further. The floor rate for all cash credit accounts and 

overdrafts with limits above Rs. 1 lakh, is 8.5%, that is, after adding a spread 

of 2.25% to the repo rate.

“The risk premiums over and above this floor rate of 8.5 % would be based on 

the risk profile of the borrower, as is the current practice,” SBI said.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    
Economy

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

India asks Saudi to invest in strategic oil storage
India invited Saudi Arabia to invest in its strategic oil storage even as it looks 

to resurrect a $44 billion (Rs. 3.08 lakh crore) refinery project with the world’s 

largest oil producer after the Maharashtra government denied land at the 

initial site.

Saudi Oil Minister Khalid Al Falih, on his second visit to India in three weeks, 

discussed with his Indian counterpart Dharmendra Pradhan the 60-million-

tonne (MT)-a-year mega oil refinery-cum-petrochemical complex.

Review proposals

“The [two] Ministers reviewed various Saudi investment proposals in the 

Indian oil and gas sector, including the urgent steps to be taken to expedite 

the implementation of the first joint venture West Coast Refinery and 

Petrochemical Project in Maharashtra, estimated to cost $44 billion, which 

will be the largest greenfield refinery in the world,” an Oil Ministry statement 

said  .

The statement said: “Saudi Arabia’s participation in Indian Strategic Petroleum 

Reserve (SPR) programme was also discussed.”

India has built 5.33 MT of emergency storage, enough to meet its oil needs for 

9.5 days, in underground rock caverns in Mangalore and Padur in Karnataka 

and Visakhapatnam in Andhra Pradesh.

Uncertain govt. policies clouded developer sentiment, hit 
solar capacity addition: Crisil
Inconsistent government actions have cast a shadow over developer 

sentiment in the solar sector and slowed down capacity addition momentum, 

Crisil said in a report. This will result in the government achieving only 60% 

of its 100 GW target by 2022, it added.

“Crisil Research expects solar power capacity additions of 48-50 GW between 
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fiscals 2019 and 2023,” the report said.

“However, developer sentiment has been negatively impacted by the lack 

of clarity on several policy issues and arbitrary bid cancellations, which is 

contrary to a supportive policy stance from the government.”

India’s solar sector installed capacity is expected to touch 60 GW by 2022 

and 70 GW by 2023.

GST on solar

The report said the two main factors increasing cost pressures for the solar 

sector included the imposition of the safeguard duty on solar component 

imports and the uncertainty over the Goods and Services Tax treatment of 

the sector.

“Clarification on the Goods and Services Tax (GST) procedures and its 

implementation for solar was not forthcoming for over a year, impacting 

commissioning schedules and project costs across developers,” the report 

said.

The report said that the Ministry of New and Renewable Energy had issued a 

clarification on the issue, saying that entirely solar projects would be taxable 

at 5%, but it also said that if an engineering, procurement, and construction 

(EPC) contract included both supply and services, it would be adjudged on a 

case-to-case basis. “This created further concern, as most projects were set 

up on an EPC basis, whether in-house or outsourced,” the report said. “The 

issue lacked clarity for over a year, until the GST Council in December 2018 

clarified with regardto EPC contracts by setting a ratio of 70:30 of the entire 

value of the EPC contract, where 70% will be taxed at 5%, and 30% at 18%, 

to factor in both the supply and service component.”

However, this clarification has meant an increased tax incidence, of about 

8-9%, which is higher than the 5% expected by the industry, leading to an 

increase in final capital costs.

Further, the imposition of the safeguard duty has resulted in an increase in 
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capital costs by 10-15%, which resulted in bid tariffs moving in the range of 

Rs. 2.7-2.9 per unit.

Titan seals strategic pact with FTS USA
Titan Company Limited, one of the world’s largest watch manufacturers, 

has entered into a strategic alliance with an American watch manufacturing 

company FTS USA LLC located at Phoenix, Arizona.

This alliance equips FTS USA by setting up a quartz movement assembly 

unit in the U.S. to manufacture ‘Made in USA’ for American watch brands, 

said the company in a statement.

It added that Titan would further extend its support by supplying movement kits 

and setting up of the movement assembly facility, training of U.S. engineers 

at the Titan facility alongside Titan’s engineers visiting the facility.

Portfolio review

Commenting on the alliance, S. Ravi Kant, CEO, watches and accessories, 

Titan Company Limited, said, “This alliance with FTS signifies Titan’s three-

decade long expertise and passion for watch making. With the advent of 

smart watches in the world market, traditional watch manufacturers are 

facing the heat to relook at their portfolio.

“However, the opportunity for growing the traditional watch market through 

differentiated designs and superior quality still exists. We are happy to support 

FTS in helping them revive the American watch manufacturing industry.”

RBI to inject liquidity via forex swaps
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has decided to inject rupee liquidity into the 

system through long-term foreign exchange buy/sell swap — a first-of-its-

kind instrument used for liquidity management.
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The RBI would conduct dollar-rupee buy/sell swap auction of $5 billion 

for a three-year tenor on March 26. “In order to meet the durable liquidity 

needs of the system, the Reserve Bank has decided to augment its liquidity 

management toolkit and inject rupee liquidity for longer duration through long-

term foreign exchange buy/sell swap,” the central bank said in a statement. 

“The U.S. dollar amount mobilised through this auction would also reflect in 

RBI’s foreign exchange reserves for the tenor of the swap while also reflecting 

in RBI’s forward liabilities,” it added.

According to bankers, the move is seen to lower the dependence on open 

market operations which have been a significant amount of the overall 

borrowing. “Higher OMOs can distort the rates curve,” said a banker. The 

move would boost RBI’s foreign exchange reserves which were at $401.7 

billion for the week ended March 1.

Market participants would be required to place their bids in terms of the 

premium that they were willing to pay to the RBI for the tenor of the swap. RBI 

said the auction cut-off would be based on the premium and the auction would 

be a multiple-price based auction.

Trade credit limit up

RBI also has raised the trade credit limit under the automatic route to $150 

million for oil/gas refining and marketing, airline and shipping firms. For others, 

the limit is set at $50 million or equivalent per import transaction.

At the same time, the revised framework has reduced the all-inclusive cost 

(all-in-cost) for overseas loans to benchmark rate plus 250 basis points from 

the earlier 350 bps.

India gets first TIR shipment via Chabahar Port from 
Afghanistan
The first shipment under the United Nations ‘Transports InternationauxRoutiers’ 
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(TIR) convention arrived in India from Afghanistan through Iran’s Chabahar 

Port.

The consignments arrived at port of NhavaSheva, Mumbai and Mundra  , 

officials said.

Welcoming the arrival of the maiden shipment, Pranab Kumar Das, Chairman, 

Central Board of Indirect Taxes & Customs (CBIC), Department of Revenue, 

Ministry of Finance, said the TIR convention will help in fast and easy 

movement of goods across multiple countries under a common customs 

document and guarantee.

TIR Carnets

India had joined the TIR Convention (the United Nations Customs Convention 

on International Transport of Goods under cover of TIR Carnets) on June 15, 

2017.

The convention allows goods to be outlined in a TIR carnet and sealed in 

load compartments.

Customs officials verify the carnet and check the seals, with no need for 

physical checking of the contents, enabling shipments to pass through 

countries without being opened at borders.

“Reciprocal recognition of customs controls is at the heart of the Convention. 

This enables a facilitative and non-intrusive environment for multi-modal 

transport of goods through several countries,” Mr. Das said.

He said the convention will help boost India’s exports and enable greater 

participation in the global value chains.

DilipChenoy, Secretary General, FICCI, said, “TIR will play a pivotal role in 

improving ease of doing business and pave the way for smoother and safer 

transport of goods across international borders and will help boost trade 

between India, Central Asia, Europe and Russia.”

Strong catalyst

“It will act as a strong catalyst for moving goods using the multi-modal 
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transportation route like Chabahar and International North-South Transport 

(INSTC) Corridor. The system is a win-win-win model for Customs, FICCI and 

the business community,” he added.

“The opening of Chabahar Port for TIR is hugely significant — offering 

connectivity for landlocked countries, seamless border crossing facilitation 

and intermodal capabilities,” said Umberto Pretto, IRU Secretary General.

SEBI provides framework for counter offer process
Markets regulator SEBI   came out with the framework and timeline for the 

counter offer process.

The counter offer is made in case the price discovered through reverse book 

building (RBB) is not acceptable to the promoter or the acquirer.

The book value per share of the company shall be disclosed in the public 

announcement for counter offer, the regulator said in a circular. Additionally, 

the letter of offer shall contain details of the counter offer, activity schedule, 

among other details in a prescribed format.

SEBI said the promoters or acquirers making public announcement of the 

offer through stock exchange mechanism shall do so within two days from the 

date of closure of RBB bidding process.

The publication of counter offer will have to be made in the same newspapers 

where the original RBB was published, within four days from the closure of the 

RBB bidding process, it added.

The opening of counter offer bidding process shall not be done later than 

seven days from the date of public announcement, while its closing shall be 

done within five working days of its opening.

Disinvestment target within reach: Centre
The government expects to meet its disinvestment target of Rs. 80,000 crore 
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even though it has achieved only Rs. 56,473.42 crore so far with only 15 

days left for the end of the financial year, according to a senior official in the 

Finance Ministry.

The government hopes that the Power Finance Corporation’s (PFC) acquisition 

of the Rural Electrification Corporation (REC), expected to be completed 

‘soon’, would push disinvestment proceeds above the target.

In addition, the ongoing Initial Public Offering (IPO) of Mini RatnaCompany 

MSTC is also expected to earn more than Rs. 1,000 crore.

“We are of the hope that the target is still within reach,” the official said on the 

condition of anonymity, as the government cannot make formal announcements 

under the Election Commission’s Model Code of Conduct in the run-up to the 

general elections.

“The last few months have seen collections pick up, especially due to the 

Bharat-22 ETF, and the sale of the SUUTI stake in Axis Bank.”

Bharat-22 ETF sale

The government collected over Rs. 10,000 crore from the Bharat-22 ETF 

sale in February, and another Rs. 5,378.66 crore from the sale of Specified 

Undertaking of Unit Trust of India (SUUTI) stake in Axis Bank.

So far, the government has collected a total of Rs. 56,473.42 crore from 

disinvestments and stake sales. It retained the target of Rs. 80,000 crore 

for the current financial year and set a target of Rs. 90,000 crore for the next 

year.

In 2017-18, the government earned Rs. 1,00,056.91 crore from disinvestment 

against a target of Rs. 72,500 crore.

“In the remaining period, we are hopeful that the PFC acquisition [of REC] will 

take place soon, which could push us over the target,” the official added.

“It is unlikely that we will achieve the success of last year, however.”

He added that the ongoing IPO of State-owned e-commerce firm MSTC will 

mop up more than Rs. 1,000 crore. The IPO is to end.
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Ratings agencies, however, feel that the government would miss its 

disinvestment target for the current year.

Care Ratings predicted that the volatility in the financial markets would result 

in the government collecting only Rs. 60,000 crore this year.

Disinvestment target within reach: Centre
The government expects to meet its disinvestment target of Rs. 80,000 crore 

even though it has achieved only Rs. 56,473.42 crore so far with only 15 

days left for the end of the financial year, according to a senior official in the 

Finance Ministry.

The government hopes that the Power Finance Corporation’s (PFC) 

acquisition of the Rural Electrification Corporation (REC), expected to be 

completed ‘soon’, would push disinvestment proceeds above the target.

In addition, the ongoing Initial Public Offering (IPO) of Mini Ratnacompany 

MSTC is also expected to earn more than Rs. 1,000 crore.

“We are of the hope that the target is still within reach,” the official said 

on the condition of anonymity, as the government cannot make formal 

announcements under the Election Commission’s Model Code of Conduct in 

the run-up to the general elections.

“The last few months have seen collections pick up, especially due to the 

Bharat-22 ETF, and the sale of the SUUTI stake in Axis Bank.”

Bharat-22 ETF sale

The government collected over Rs. 10,000 crore from the Bharat-22 ETF 

sale in February, and another Rs. 5,378.66 crore from the sale of Specified 

Undertaking of Unit Trust of India (SUUTI) stake in Axis Bank.

So far, the government has collected a total of Rs. 56,473.42 crore from 

disinvestments and stake sales. It retained the target of Rs. 80,000 crore for 

the current financial year and set a target of Rs. 90,000 crore for the next 
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year.

In 2017-18, the government earned Rs. 1,00,056.91 crore from disinvestment 

against a target of Rs. 72,500 crore.

“In the remaining period, we are hopeful that the PFC acquisition [of REC] will 

take place soon, which could push us over the target,” the official added.

“It is unlikely that we will achieve the success of last year, however.”

He added that the ongoing IPO of State-owned e-commerce firm MSTC will 

mop up more than Rs. 1,000 crore. The IPO is to end  .

Ratings agencies, however, feel that the government would miss its 

disinvestment target for the current year.

Care Ratings predicted that the volatility in the financial markets would result 

in the government collecting only Rs. 60,000 crore this year.

Post fund infusion, ICRA revises rating for 6 PSBs
ICRA has revised the ratings outlook of six banks that have received substantial 

capital infusion from promoters.

The lenders are IDBI Bank, Bank of India, Bank of Maharashtra, Oriental 

Bank of Commerce, Punjab and Sind Bank, and Punjab National Bank. 

Outlook for IDBI Bank, which has now been categorised as private sector 

lender by RBI following stake buy by Life Insurance Corporation of India 

from the government, has been changed to ‘negative’ from ‘rating watch with 

developing implication.’

According to the ratings agency, the change in outlook is due to sizeable 

capital infusion by LIC, as part of its acquisition of a majority stake (51%).

“With this capital infusion, ICRA expects IDBI’s capital levels to remain above 

the regulatory levels going forward, thereby not posing any challenge for the 

servicing of its debt capital instruments,” the ratings agency said.

Stable outlook
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For all the other five banks, outlook has been changed from ‘negative’ to 

‘stable’ due to capital infusion by the government. ICRA said capital infusion 

had reduced asset quality pressures and improved earnings indicators.

RBI says there is no change of stance on February 12 
circular
The central bank has clarified that there is no change in its stance on the 

February 12, 2018 circular on Revised Framework on Resolution of Stressed 

Assets.

“There have been some media reports about the stance of the Reserve 

Bank of India (RBI) with regard to the Revised Framework on Resolution of 

Stressed Assets issued on February 12, 2018,” the central bank said in a 

communication issued.

“As the matter is sub-judice and the Hon’ble Supreme Court has reserved 

its orders on the matter, the Reserve Bank will not comment on the specific 

details,” it added.

“However, it is reiterated that the Reserve Bank maintains its stand on 

all aspects of the framework as has been consistently articulated in its 

communications, including the clarification given during the post-monetary 

policy press conference on February 07, 2019,” the statement added.

During the post-policy press conference in early February, when asked if 

the RBI was considering any proposal to modify February 12 circular, RBI 

Governor Shaktikanta Das said, “At the moment, there is no proposal to 

modify the February 12 circular.” The circular mandates that banks classify a 

loan as stressed if there was even a day of default.

The circular also says that banks have to refer all loan accounts worth more 

than Rs. 2,000 crore to the National Company Law Tribunal (NCLT) if they 

failed to resolve the issue within 180 days of default. Through the circular, the 
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RBI also withdrew all the previous loan restructuring mechanisms.

New hydro policy to help meet renewables target
While the government’s decision to re-classify large hydroelectric projects as 

renewable energy will certainly help the sector, the move will also go a long 

way in meeting the targets set by it for the sector, according to analysts.

Earlier this month, the Union Cabinet approved a new hydroelectricity policy 

that, among other things, included large hydro projects within the ambit of 

renewable energy.

Prior to the policy, only small hydro projects of a capacity of less than 25 MW 

were treated as renewable energy. Large hydro projects were treated as a 

separate source of energy.

India’s renewable energy sector had an installed capacity of 75,055.92 MW 

as of February 2019, according to data with the Central Electricity Authority. 

This made up about 21.4% of the overall energy mix, with the rest coming 

from thermal, nuclear and large hydro sources.

With the inclusion of large hydro in renewable energy, the energy mix changes 

drastically.

Renewable energy capacity would now be 1,20,455.14 MW or 34.4% of the 

overall energy mix.

No additional resources

It must be noted that this is a purely cosmetic change. No additional resources 

have been created through this policy. It is a reclassification of existing 

capacity.

The policy has meant a drastic change in the renewable energy mix as well. 

Whereas earlier, wind energy contributed nearly 50% of all renewable energy 

capacity, it will now make up only 29.3%. Similarly, solar energy’s share will 

fall from 34.68% to 21.61%. The hydro sector, however, will see its share 
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grow from just over 6% to over 41%.

“The policy has been in the works for quite some time,” SabyasachiMajumdar, 

senior vice president and group head — corporate ratings, ICRA said. “There 

has to be an ideal thermal, hydro and renewables mix. Each of the three 

sources has its own pluses and minuses. Hydro is one of the few sources 

where you can get peaking power.

Huge imbalance

“There has been a huge imbalance in the thermal-hydro mix for the last 

few years because of a sharp growth in thermal and complete stagnation in 

hydro.

“The basic idea is to ramp up hydro because it provides grid stability which a 

renewable source like wind and solar do not. The key reasoning seems to be 

providing grid stability and a better energy mix.”

Other analysts, however, say that the government has additional reasons for 

bringing in such a re-classification, which have more to do with the renewable 

energy targets it set for itself.

“As you know, we are still pretty far from reaching the 175 GW renewable 

energy target by 2022,” a sector analyst said on the condition of anonymity.

“This has been quite a high-profile target because the government has been 

trumpeting it at every chance. It will look bad if it fails to reach it.

“So, apart from the good to the sector, one main reason for the re-classification 

of hydro as renewables is to add all that capacity to the renewable energy 

kitty.”

Impact on PSUs

Other commentators pointed out that another benefit from the policy could be 

the effect on the stock prices of State-run hydroelectric companies such as 

NHPC and SJVN at a point when the government is looking to sell its stake 

in these companies.

NHPC, however, has formally denied that it has been approached by any 
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company looking to buy stake in it.

SEBI contemplates reducing time to list rights issue shares
After reducing the time to list shares on the stock exchanges post-closure of 

initial public offerings (IPOs), markets regulator SEBI is aiming to cut down 

the time for listing of rights issue shares, an official said.

In September last year, the Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) 

decided on reducing the time to list shares on the bourses after IPO to three 

days from the present six.

The SEBI directive is likely to come into effect from July this year.

SEBI had cited mitigating external risks such as market volatility and 

uncertainty of financial markets as the reason behind the move.

“SEBI aims to reduce the listing of IPO shares to three days from six days 

now. It is supposed to be introduced for IPOs from July 2019 onwards. Now, 

the regulator is working on simplifying the rights issue process,” Central 

Depository Services (India) Ltd. (CDSL) VP (operations) Nitin Ambure told 

PTI.

“I hope the number of days for listing the rights issue shares will come down 

to 8-10 days from about a month now. This may happen in phases,” he said.

Stakeholders involved

The markets regulator has involved stakeholders such as depositories and 

transaction advisors in the rights issue listing simplification process, he said.

From April, Unified Payments Interface (UPI) will be introduced as an 

alternative payment option for retail investors and SEBI had already cleared 

a proposal on it.

Grundfos to make products having positive impact on 
climate
Grundfos Pumps India Private Ltd., the 100% subsidiary of Grundfos of 
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Denmark, is planning to create products that will have a positive impact on 

climate and contribute to sustainability.

The company is putting up a team that would decide on the products that are 

expected be manufactured in India by around 2021.

The products, in the areas of water and sanitation, would be targeted at the 

mass market.

“We are working to come out with new products around sustainability. These 

will be made in India and cater to the Indian and African markets,” said 

Ranganath N.K., MD, Grundfos Pumps India Private Ltd.

Focus on sustainability

“There is huge focus on sustainability around the world, why not monetise 

the positive impact on climate? We want to come out with products which will 

have real impact on people on the ground,” he said.

Though the idea for this was conceived in Denmark, the products are being 

developed and the project is being implemented in India.

The company had got the in-principle approval for this project from the 

headquarters and would invest Rs. 20 crore this year in this project. This 

is part of a Rs. 125-crore investment the company was planning to grow its 

business in India.

“We are working with other companies to develop solutions for this segment. 

These products will be based on frugal engineering,” Mr. Ranganath said.

Economists want further interest rate cut
A group of economists who met Reserve Bank of India Governor Shaktikanta 

Das   cited concerns over economic growth and suggested further reduction 

of the interest rate to boost economic activity.

The meeting was part of consultations prior to the monetary policy, which will 

be announced on April 4. Apart from Mr. Das, other senior RBI officials were 
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present.

“Economists have suggested further reduction in interest rate which is 

required to boost economic growth which is still sluggish,” said an official 

who was part of the meeting.

According to officials present in the meeting, most economists expect GDP 

growth for the next financial year to be below 7%.

At the same time, retail inflation — the central bank’s main yardstick for policy-

making — is expected to be under 4%, the medium term target of the RBI.

“While the economists have noted sticky core inflation and benign food 

inflation, the headline inflation is expected to remain well within the central 

bank’s target range,” said an official.

Economists also highlighted uncertain global growth which might prompt the 

Federal Reserve to hold interest rates.

Domestic issues

On the domestic front, they said the NBFC crisis was not yet completely behind, 

the rural sector was still sluggish, and overall, there were uncertainties due to 

the general elections, which was holding back private sector investment.

In the last policy meeting in February, the RBI had reduced interest rate 

by 25 bps to 6.25% for the first time since August 2017, in a bid to revive 

economic growth. This, as it projected retail inflation to be below its target of 

4% for the next 12 months.

The RBI projected growth for the next financial year at 7.4%. The central 

bank also revised inflation projection downwards to 2.8% for January-March, 

3.2-3.4% for the first half of next financial year, and 3.9% for the third quarter 

2019-20, assuming a normal monsoon.

In the last policy, Mr. Das emphasised on acting ‘decisively and timely’ to 

address growth concerns once the objective of price stability was achieved.

Apart from interest rates, several other issues came up for discussion, 

including the recent decision to inject rupee liquidity into the system through 
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long-term foreign exchange buy/sell swap.

Forex swap for liquidity has been received well, says RBI 
Governor
The recent decision of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) to inject rupee 

liquidity through long-term foreign exchange swap — a first of its kind in 

liquidity management policy — has been received well, Reserve Bank of 

India Governor Shaktikanta Das said  .

Mr. Das was speaking to reporters on the sidelines of an event to launch 

former governor Y.V. Reddy’s book.

When asked what kind of feedback the central bank had received on the 

new instrument, he said, “26th [March] is the auction, so we will receive the 

feedback on 26th. But by and large, I think it has been received quite well.”

The central bank will conduct a dollar-rupee buy/sell swap auction of $5 

billion for a three-year tenor, on March 26.

“So far as the intentions behind the schemes are concerned, whatever we 

said in the press release that day covers the relevant point,” he added.

When asked if the tool to inject liquidity would be repeated, Mr. Das said, “I 

cannot say at this moment.”

Earlier, the RBI Governor said there was a need to give permanent status to 

the finance commission.

Broad consistency

Observing that there was a need to ensure broad consistency between 

finance commissions so that there was some degree of certainty in the flow 

of funds, especially to States, he said, “This has become even more critical in 

the post-GST scenario. In other words, there has to be continuity and change 

between finance commissions. Increasingly, therefore, it is felt that there is a 

need to give permanent status to the finance commission.”
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He, however, clarified that his views did not represent the views of the 15th 

Finance Commission in which he was a member for more than a year.

Stating that the recent initiatives in fostering cooperative federalism had 

opened new chapters of cooperation between the Centre and States, he 

added that cooperative federalism, however, should not ‘breed inertia’.

“Alongside cooperative federalism, there has to be competitive federalism. The 

ranking of States on the parameter of ‘ease of doing business’ has generated 

a very healthy competition among States.

Indices developed by the NITI Aayog on health, water management, 

implementation of SDGs, etc., have the potential to generate similar healthy 

competition,” the RBI Governor added.

Mr. Das also stressed on fiscal consolidation, both at the Central and State 

levels, and said it was important for robust expenditure planning.

Sebi asks exchanges dealing in agri-commodity derivatives 
to create fund for farmers, FPOs
SEBI   asked exchanges dealing with agri-commodity derivatives to create a 

fund for farmers and FPOs in which the regulatory fee forgone by the regulator 

would be deposited. It also issued a framework for utilisation of the fund. In 

September last, the regulator decided to levy a nominal fee of Rs. 1 lakh 

per exchange instead of levying charges based on turnover slab rates and 

proposed to set up a fund with the fee foregone by it.

Food inflation continues to decline
Inflation data released by the Government of India shows that food inflation 

is on decline. Fruits and vegetables in particular have become considerably 

cheaper, but the price of oil is on the rise.
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‘Solar heater parts taxed at 18%’
Despite the government and the GST Council repeatedly clarifying that all 

solar power-based devices should be taxed at 5%, players in the solar water 

heater space say that their components are still being taxed at the higher 

18%, which is leading to higher input costs.

The GST Council had, in 2017, reduced the rate on inputs for solar components 

to 5% from the previous 18%, adding that “all solar equipment and its parts 

would attract 5% GST”.

The Solar Thermal Federation of India, however, has alleged that some 

Customs officials in Chennai and Bengaluru are denying the 5% rate for 

solar evacuated tubes, which are exclusively used in solar water heaters, on 

the basis that the tubes do not generate electricity themselves. The officials 

have instead classified the tubes as glass products and taxed them at 18%.

“What is happening is that inputs for solar water heaters are being taxed at 

18%, but the solar water heater itself has to be sold at 5%,” a spokesperson 

for the STFI told The Hindu . “This is unnecessarily adding to our costs.”

The spokesperson said that STFI and other industry bodies had approached 

the GST officials to rectify this situation.

“Their response has been positive and they have agreed that our case has 

merit,” the spokesperson added. “They said they will take this up during the 

next GST Council meeting, when it happens.”

The officials also agreed that such a scenario was, in fact, harming the ‘Make 

in India’ programme since full solar water heater systems imported into the 

country were taxed at 5%, while those manufactured in India had to pay 18% 

on inputs, thus discouraging domestic manufacturing.

States’ overall deficit set to decline in FY20: SBI economists
Economists at the State Bank of India (SBI)   said States had managed 
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to contain the fiscal deficit at the aggregate level for FY20, but expressed 

concerns over compression in capital expenditure.

States have to resort to reducing capital expenditure, especially mid-way 

through the year, because of heavy burdens undertaken during the middle of 

the year like loan waivers, they said.

‘Missing muddle’

Terming this the problem of ‘missing muddle’, the economists said this is 

causing problems for the markets in understanding of the fiscal math.

“The States could be advised to address this peculiar problem of missing 

muddle as it provides an inadequate and incorrect signalling device to market 

in terms of overall fiscal consolidation,” they said in a note.

The note cited the case of Bihar in FY18, where the State incurred a huge 

burden midway through the year, leading to the fiscal deficit being expanded 

by Rs. 350 billion in the revised estimates. However, the final number came 

below the budgeted figure as well.

At an aggregate level, State budgets reveal an intention to reduce the fiscal 

deficit to 2.86% of the aggregate gross state domestic product (GSDP) in 

FY20 as against the 3.28% to be achieved as per the revised estimates for 

FY19.

GSDP growth

Apart from curtailing the capital expenditure, other factors helping States 

reduce the fiscal gap also include a healthy growth in the GSDPs. The other 

factor aiding in the sharp improvement in this parameter is the increase in 

GST collections being budgeted for by the States and also a reduction in 

revenue expenditure.

In FY20, only Odisha, Assam and Uttarakhand have budgeted for an increase 

in the fiscal deficit target as compared to the previous fiscal year, the note 

said, adding that the gap is still within the 3% level in all the three States.
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RBI receives aggressive bids, infuses Rs. 34,500 cr. liquidity
The first dollar-rupee buy/sell swap auction by Reserve Bank of India (RBI), 

which was aimed at infusing primary liquidity, saw aggressive bidding by 

banks, data released by the central bank showed.

The RBI received $16.31 billion in bids for the auction for a notified amount of 

$5 billion. In turn, RBI infused Rs. 34,561 crore rupee liquidity.

Market participants said the auction was successful as RBI got bids three 

times more than what it had intended to purchase, adding that both domestic 

and foreign banks participated in the auction. “There was aggressive bidding 

for the auction, almost three times of what was on offer. Cut-off came in line 

with the market expectation,” said Madhavi Arora, Economist, FX and Rates, 

Edelweiss Securities.

Fewer OMOs

There is expectation that RBI would conduct more such auctions as there is 

an appetite in the market, and reduce dependence on open market purchases 

of bonds. RBI has infused a significant amount of liquidity in the current fiscal 

through open market operations (OMOs).

“This would be one of the ways RBI would be continuously evaluating. This 

swap window could be used as and when needed to infuse liquidity,” Ms. 

Arora said.

Anti-satellite missile test puts India in elite club
In March 2011, The Hindu had reported the then Scientific Adviser to the 

Defence Minister Dr. V.K. Saraswat, who later became the DRDO Chairman, 

as stating after an interceptor test that India had “all the technologies and 

building blocks which can be used for anti-satellite missions.”

Meanwhile questions are being raised on the manner of announcement of the 

anti-satellite capability.
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In 2007, a similar test by China at an orbit of 800 km above earth had drawn 

global condemnation.

This test will make it increasingly difficult for India to present itself as 

exhibiting more strategic restraint and responsibility than China in matters 

pertaining to space security, and potentially other areas of defence policy 

as well, said Frank O’Donnell, South Asia expert at the U.S. Naval War 

College, in Newport, Rhode Island. “The timing of this test, and the degree of 

public communications coordination among the PMO, DRDO, and Ministry of 

External Affairs, strongly suggests that this test was ordered and conducted 

for domestic political reasons with the upcoming elections in mind,” he said, 

expressing concern on the debris generated which “cannot be controlled in 

terms of its destination and impact.”

SEBI exempts govt. from open offer for PNB
SEBI   exempted the government from making an open offer for the 

shareholders of Punjab National Bank (PNB) but directed reduction in non-

public shareholding in the lender post capital infusion.

In February, PNB filed an application on behalf of the Centre seeking exemption 

from open offer requirement under takeover regulations. After capital infusion, 

the government’s stake in PNB would rise by 5.19% to 75.41%.

Under SEBI norms, entities are required to make an open offer if their 

shareholding goes beyond a certain threshold. Against this backdrop the 

bank sought SEBI’s exemption from the open offer requirement for the 

government.

According to SEBI, there would be no change in control of the bank pursuant 

to the proposed acquisition as the change would only be in the quantum of 

shares held by the government.

“I am of the considered view that exemption as sought for in the application 
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made by the target company, be granted to the proposed acquirer/ GOI...,” 

SEBI Whole-Time Member G. Mahalingam said in an order  .

PFC-REC merger impact: REC’s relief rally turns into irrational 
exuberance
REC Ltd is set to become a subsidiary of Power Finance Corp. Ltd (PFC). 

The big question now is: Will investors continue to see a spark in the stock 

or prefer to go short? REC’s stock has been on an electrifying run since 

its acquisition by PFC was announced. The stock gained 49.3% since 1 

December 2018, compared to a 5.4% increase in the Nifty 500 index.

At first, it was a relief rally, because reports that REC would be the one using 

its cash to acquire PFC came unfounded. But now, relief seems to have 

turned into exuberance.

The corporation will continue as a public sector entity, and its borrowing 

costs will be similar. Analysts are ruling out much synergy with no major 

benefits accruing in operating costs. Besides, while REC could merge with 

PFC in the long run, that may not garner much benefit. “We see limited cost 

synergies, though some benefits on lending yields should accrue,” noted 

Deutsche Equities India Pvt. Ltd in a note to clients.

If anything, investors need to worry if PFC’s inferior profitability rubs off on 

REC. In December 2018, its net interest margin was 4.3%, compared to 

3.4% for PFC.

While both corporations are into financing power projects, their business 

segments are different. REC largely finances transmission and distribution, 

PFC funds generation. After the acquisition, therefore, analysts aver that 

lending priorities could see a change, and adversely affect REC’s margins.

Another worry for investors is that the high dividend payouts could now be 

behind.
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REC had recently declared an interim dividend of ₹11 a share. With this, its 

dividend yield for FY19 is 8.5% at current market prices. Analysts reckon that 

as it will cease to be a subsidiary of the government, the corporation is likely 

to reduce its dividend payouts to shore up its lending business.

Its business has been doing well lately with an increase in the loan book. 

The December 2018 quarter registered 15.3% growth year-on-year. Stress 

has been lower. Net non-performing assets (NPAs) contracted to 4%, down 

from the September 2018 quarter. Some of the old stress in the book is being 

resolved through the bankruptcy process. Besides, the net interest margin 

improved in the December quarter.

Still, the stock’s recent performance has raised its valuation profile. REC’s 

price-to-book-value is up to 0.83 times from 0.6 times. Gains accruing to 

shareholders from the synergies have already been priced in. What remains 

now is how fast the lending business can expand in the new structure. 

Busting 5 concerns about Congress’ NYAY scheme
On 25 March, Congress president Rahul Gandhi announced the 

NyuntamAayYojana, or NYAY scheme. The plan is to give₹6,000 every month 

to the bottom 20% of the population of around 5 crore families or 25 crore 

individuals. Gandhi’s proposal is not that of universal basic income (UBI), of 

which there has been a lot of talk in the recent past. UBI is basically a small 

amount of money paid every month to every citizen of a country, without any 

terms and conditions. In the case of NYAY, the plan is to pay money to the 

bottom 20% only and not every citizen as UBI envisages.

If and when it is launched, NYAY will be by far the biggest basic income scheme 

anywhere in the world. Given that there are valid concerns on the viability of 

the scheme and the impact it is likely to have on the Indian economy, we try 

and address some of the concerns in detail.
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Concern 1: It will make beggars of people

This concern comes from the fact that the government will be distributing free 

money under the NYAY scheme with no conditions attached. If one looks at 

the PM-KISAN Samman Nidhi scheme, it is already doing the same though to 

families which own agricultural land of less than two hectares. Of course, the 

amount in case of PM-KISAN is much lower at Rs2,000 per quarter against 

the ₹6,000 per month promised under NYAY. But ultimately free money is free 

money, irrespective of whether it is being given by the current government or 

proposed by an opposition party.

Also, anyone who looks at basic income as something for nothing should 

have issues with other forms of the same phenomenon. Guy Standing, an 

economist at the School Of Oriental and African Studies, University of London, 

writes about this in Basic Income: And How We Can Make It Happen, “Anyone 

opposing basic income on this ground (free money) should also oppose all 

wealth inheritance and all other forms of income that are not derived from 

productive activity… They should oppose all the selective tax breaks… which 

mostly benefit the affluent who have done nothing to ‘earn’ them.”

Concern 2: It will lead to inflation

This concern stems from the fact that incomes of a large section of population 

will go up suddenly. This higher income will chase the same set of goods and 

services available in the market and will ultimately lead to higher prices. In 

theory, this makes immense sense. When people suggest that basic income 

schemes will lead to inflation, they tend to believe that the supply of goods and 

services will continue to remain the same, despite an increase in income. The 

trouble is that there is a lot of evidence to the contrary.

Let’s take the example of the basic income pilot study carried out in Madhya 

Pradesh between 2009-13. As Standing points out: “Villagers’ increased 

purchasing power led to local farmers to plant more rice and wheat, use more 
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fertilizer and cultivate more of their land. Their earnings went up, while the 

unit price of food went down.” In fact, a similar thing happened with clothes. 

As people earned more, the demand for better clothes went up. Women in 

the villages saw this as an entrepreneurial opportunity. They bought sewing 

machines and material to sew new clothes. A new market was created where 

none existed. As Standing puts it: “A similar response could be expected 

in any community where there are people who want to earn more and do 

more.”

Evidence from many such studies carried out in Africa seems to suggest 

the same. As a Unicef document titled From Evidence to Action: The Story 

of Cash Transfers and Impact Evaluation in Sub-Saharan Africa points out: 

“With the exception of temporary price increases occurring during payment 

periods, there is no evidence that the cash transfers have led to inflation.”

There are a couple of other things that need to be stated 

here. Demonetisation destroyed a large part of the informal economy in 

India, rendering many Indians jobless. Of course, there is also the case of 

India’s demographic dividend, or the fact that 10-12 million Indian youth are 

entering the workforce every year and for whom enough jobs are not being 

created.

Given this, as the Unicef document mentioned earlier points out: “In an 

economy with high levels of unemployment, a stimulus programme like cash 

transfers (which is what any basic income scheme basically is) may increase 

the local labour demand without exerting significant upward pressure on 

wages.”

Of course, one also needs to take into account the fact that NYAY, if ever 

implemented, will be the largest basic income scheme in the world. Hence, 

it will be important to implement it gradually across the length and breadth of 

India, to rein in any danger of inflation. While NYAY is not UBI in the strictest 
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sense of the term, the Economic Survey 2016-17 essentially states that 

a guiding principle for UBI is gradualism. The Congress has talked about 

phased implementation.

Concern 3: People will spend on alcohol, cigarettes

In the Indian case, this concern comes from a patriarchal view of the society. 

As Arvind Subramanian writes in Of Counsel: The Challenges of the Modi-

Jaitley Economy, “If men control the wallet, as they often do, cash transfers 

would be imprudently used—and used more in line with the preferences of 

adult males than the real needs of the family—which would make women 

and children worse off.”

The point being that if you give men the money, they will spend it on alcohol 

and tobacco. But is that really the case? As the Economic Survey 2016-17 

points out: “One can define consumption on alcohol, tobacco and paan as 

consumption on ‘temptation goods’. The main finding is that these goods 

form a smaller share of overall budget/consumption as overall consumption 

rises. This is an indication that an increase in income from UBI alone will not 

necessarily lead to an increase in temptation goods consumption.”

In fact, the survey more specifically points out: “In the first place, there has 

been no statistical evidence of any increase in economic “bads” such as 

consumption of alcohol and tobacco. On the contrary, in Bhil tribal village, 

there was actually a drop in consumption of alcohol since that is where 

people had liquidity to use for agricultural inputs and therefore one saw an 

increase in agricultural productivity and own cultivation effect.”

Interestingly, evidence from Africa, is also along similar lines. As 

RutgerBregman writes in Utopia for Realists: “The great thing about money 

is that people can use it to buy things they need instead of things that self-

appointed experts think they need. And, as it happens, there is one category 

of product which poor people do not spend their free money on, and that’s 

alcohol and tobacco. In fact, a major study by the World Bank demonstrated 
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that in 82% of all researched cases in Africa, Latin America, and Asia, alcohol 

and tobacco consumption actually declined.”

The Congress plans to tackle this problem by making the payment to women. 

In fact, former finance minister P. Chidambaram has said: “We will insist that 

every family should open an account in the name of the woman in the family 

and the money will be transferred to her account.”

Concern 4: People will stop working

The logic here is that free money from the government will make people lazy 

and this will lead to them dropping out of the labour force. Let’s look at this 

in the context of NYAY. An amount of ₹6,000 per month per household has 

been promised. An average Indian household has five individuals. So, this 

works out to ₹1,200 per month per individual, on an average. People who 

feel that individuals will opt out of the workforce because the unit members 

are earning ₹1,200 per month extra, have a very low opinion of the ambitions 

of Indians. Also, if they stop working, their situation may continue to be the 

same as it was earlier, and the entire benefit of the extra money will be 

nullified. This concern largely comes from the wrong belief of the rich and the 

middle class that the poor are poor because they are lazy.

There is evidence from different parts of the world which doesn’t suggest 

anything like this. As an August 2018 research paper titled Universal Basic 

Income: An Effective Policy for Poverty Reduction? Published by the Centre 

for Social Justice, points out: “The extent to which UBI disincentives work is 

dependent on its generosity. The Alaska Permanent Fund pays out $2,000 

annually, and analysis has shown that it has little to no effect on the supply of 

labour.” By that logic ₹1,200 per individual per month is not high at all.

In fact, the Canadian Mincome experiment carried out in the 1970s, had 

some very interesting evidence to offer on this front. As Standing points out: 

“In the Canadian Mincome experiment, ‘mothers with newborns stopped 
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working because they wanted to stay at home longer with their babies, and 

teenagers worked less because they weren’t under much pressure to support 

their families, which resulted in more teenagers graduating’.” This is the kind 

of withdrawal from the labour force, which is good in the long term.

Concern 5: It will lead to higher taxes

In fact, this is the most genuine concern. NYAY is expected to cost ₹3.6 

trillion or around 1.7% of the forecasted gross domestic product (GDP) for 

2019-20. As Chidambaram has said: “Our calculation shows that it will not 

cross 2% of the GDP, it will be 1.8% of the GDP at any given point of time.” 

This is a lot of money, something which can easily derail the scheme as well 

as government finances. In economics, there is no free lunch, hence, the 

question is where is this money going to come from.

The Congress has hinted at doing away with some subsidies, sharing the 

cost with the state governments and raising new taxes. The total food, 

fertilizer and oil subsidies in 2019-20 are expected to be at ₹2.97 trillion, 

or 1.41% of the GDP. The point is that if the government is carrying out an 

income transfer to citizens, are the subsidies and many other government 

programmes really required?

As Subramanian writes in Of Counsel: “Currently, the government spends 

a lot of money to help the poor through a variety of schemes such as the 

MGNREGA, Janani Suraksha Yojana, PDS, fertilizers, MSPs, electricity, 

Integrated Child Development Services … Indira AwaasYojana, National 

Livelihoods Mission, Ujjwala to name a few. In 2014-15, we conservatively 

estimated that there were more than a thousand central schemes, and many 

have been in place for a long time. (There is even one that is 96 years 

old.)”

NYAY can be a good way to rationalize the number of schemes run by the 

central government and improve state capacity i.e. the capacity to deliver on 
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things, instead of just launching new schemes every year. Also, many of these 

schemes have huge leakages and are not well targeted. As Subramanian 

writes: “About only one-third of the fertilizer subsidy reaches small farmers; 

nearly 40% of the PDS kerosene was lost to leakage and about half the 

remainder reached the poor… Even the MGNREGA, which is self-selecting, 

has an issue: expenditure is not highly correlated with places with the most 

extreme poverty.”

In this scenario, it makes a lot of sense to give money to people directly and 

let them do what they want to do with it. The problem is this will involve doing 

away with many existing systems, and hence, is easier said than done. Given 

this, removing all subsidies will be difficult and hence, taxes are likely to go 

up. As far as increasing taxes are concerned, economists who have studied 

UBI in detail in the Indian context, have suggested the return of wealth tax, 

a tax on agricultural income and an estate tax to maintain intergenerational 

equity.

A tax on agricultural income makes tremendous sense given that it is a 

major conduit for converting black money into white. The trouble is that these 

taxes will hurt the influential section of the economy i.e. the wealthy. Hence, 

it remains to be seen if they are implemented. Nevertheless, if the NYAY 

scheme has to become a reality, the money has to come from somewhere, 

and given that higher taxes in some form cannot really be ruled out.

Another big issue with NYAY will be the perpetual problem of identifying the 

right beneficiaries for the scheme. This can play spoilsport with the scheme 

as well. Having said that, basic income scheme is an idea whose time 

has come. The extreme poverty, with people in states like Bihar and Uttar 

Pradesh earning a very low income—which is a fraction of the incomes in 

other states—needs to be tackled on a war footing.
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Growth rate highest since liberalisation: CEA
The average growth rate of 7.5% achieved in the last five years is the highest 

for any government since liberalisation, despite global headwinds, Chief 

Economic Adviser Krishnamurthy Subramanian said.

Mr. Subramanian asserted that the growth rate was high notwithstanding all 

the controversy surrounding the GDP data. “The Indian economy has grown 

at a very high rate, and despite any controversy that you must have read in 

the newspapers, let me validate that in the three months that I’ve spent [as 

CEA], one of the things that I’ve realised is that the touch-points of policy in 

India are large,” the CEA said.

“Therefore it is very hard to create a narrative that is different from the truth,” 

he added. Mr. Subramanian was speaking at the Confederation of Indian 

Industry’s (CII) Southern Region conclave ‘Industry Future Forward’.

The CEA also said that the highest growth rate had been achieved amid 

challenging conditions, which provided resilience to the economy.

“This growth has been achieved amid headwinds against globalisation 

that have actually dampened our exports. In 2015 and continuing later, the 

credit culture and credit growth were in quite a bad shape. The growth has 

happened in the last five years, despite the credit growth being much slower 

and almost grinding to a halt, especially for small and medium firms,” Mr. 

Subramanian said.

He also said that the growth was led by consumption in the domestic 

economy, which in itself was important, given the fears about recession that 

economists were anticipating globally.

“The fact that our growth has happened on domestic consumption ensures 

resilience and makes us more immune to the shocks experienced globally. 

That is a good aspect we should definitely keep in mind,” Mr. Subramanian 

said.
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Lower inflation

Another important aspect was lower inflation, which had come down from a 

double-digit level of more than 10% in 2014-15, he said.

“Because of lower inflation, purchasing power increased, boosting 

consumption. Also, the change in the last five years has been the inflation-

targeting mechanism adopted under the monetary policy committee 

framework of the RBI,” Mr. Subramanian said.

He also pointed to reforms such as the Goods and Services Tax and the 

Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code implemented during the present regime.

SAT settles SEBI-broker dispute over interest calculation
How difficult is it to calculate simple interest? Quite difficult, if a recent case 

that landed at the Securities Appellate Tribunal (SAT) is anything to go by.

The tribunal, which had heard and disposed of many complex regulatory 

matters, was forced to calculate simple interest in a matter after the Securities 

and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) and broker Prebon Yamane (India) 

failed to arrive at a consensus on the manner and the amount on which 

simple interest had to be calculated.

“... we find that parties are not clear as to how simple interest at relevant bank 

rate is to be calculated,” said the SAT bench comprising Presiding Officer 

Justice TarunAgarwala and members C. K. G. Nair and Justice M. T. Joshi, 

adding that “simple interest was required to be calculated which the parties 

have failed to calculate in the correct perspective.”

In 2004, SEBI had raised a demand of Rs. 4.64 crore against Prebon 

Yamane (India) towards principal amount and the interest as fees under the 

broker regulations. Prebon Yamane, however, challenged the demand at the 

tribunal that directed the regulator to refund the money that was already paid 

by the broker.
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Meanwhile, SEBI challenged the tribunal’s order in the Supreme Court, which 

allowed the broker to withdraw the amount deposited with the tribunal till the 

matter was pending at the apex court. As per the apex court’s direction, the 

broker withdrew Rs. 6.20 crore that included the principal amount and the 

interest accrued.

In December 2016, the Supreme Court ruled in favour of SEBI and hence 

the demand raised in 2004 became payable along with interest. Thereafter, 

the capital markets regulator directed the broker to deposit Rs. 11.60 crore 

that was disputed by the brokerage that said it was liable to pay only Rs. 6.20 

crore along with simple interest and hence deposited Rs. 8.15 crore.

SEBI, however, informed that the broker was liable to pay a balance amount 

of Rs. 1.10 crore, which was challenged by the broker at the tribunal.

Based on the tribunal’s order, while Prebon Yamane deposited Rs. 56.61 

lakh, SEBI said that the brokerage needed to pay an additional Rs. 39.03 

lakh. Since there was a conflict on calculation of rate of interest, the brokerage 

filed a miscellaneous application at the tribunal for clarification.

While disposing the matter, the tribunal directed the market intermediary to 

deposit Rs. 10 lakh before April 30, failing which the SEBI would be allowed 

to recover the entire amount of Rs. 39.03 lakh.
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Missile debris proves Pakistan used F-16s in attack, says 
IAF
The Indian Air Force (IAF)   displayed parts of an AIM-120 AMRAAM 

(Advanced Medium-Range Air-to-Air Missile) fired by an F-16, which fell in 

Indian territory to prove that the Pakistan Air Force (PAF) had deployed the 

fighter aircraft in an attempt to strike military targets across the LoC early  .

The PAF F-16 was shot down in the consequent aerial combat with the IAF. 

“The F-16 crashed and fell across the Line of Control in Pakistan-occupied 

Kashmir (PoK),” Air Vice-Marshal R.G.K. Kapoor said at a tri-service press 

conference here, displaying parts of AMRAAM.

Parachutes sighted

There was enough evidence to show that F-16s were used in the mission and 

Pakistan was trying to hide this fact, AV-M Kapoor said. Indian Army units had 

reported sighting “two parachutes falling in the PoK which were of two F-16 

pilots shot down by the IAF MiG-21 Bison,” he added. Parts of the AMRAAM, 

which is carried only on the F-16s in the PAF, were recovered east of Rajauri 

in the Indian territory.

“Therefore, the fact remains that one F-16 of the PAF was shot down by an 

IAF MiG-21 Bison,” AVM Kapoor said.

The IAF’s early warning aircraft had recorded electronic signatures of the 

PAF fighters, he added.

Pakistan had earlier said no F-16s were used in the operation and no Pakistani 

jet was downed.

Officials sources said IAF pilot AbhinandanVarthaman had downed a F-16 

fighter by firing an R-73 air-to-air missile before his MiG-21 Bison was hit.

A senior defence source said the AMRAAM was supplied to Pakistan by the 

U.S. under strict conditions that it could not be used in an offensive role. “It 

is due to this they were trying to deny the very presence of an F-16 jet,” the 

source said.
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As for the Army’s role, Maj. Gen. Surindra Singh Mahal said the PAF “attempted” 

to target military establishments, including a brigade headquarters, a battalion 

HQ, forward defences and a logistics installation.

On the air strike on the Balakot terror training camp, AV-M Kapoor said there 

was evidence of “credible damage” and it was for the government to decide 

on how to present it. “Whatever we intended to destroy we achieved it,” he 

added.

At OIC meet, India flays terror funding
The speech by the Indian Minister was overshadowed by the current tension 

between India and Pakistan.

As Ms. Swaraj delivered her address that touched upon the rich relations 

between India and various Islamic countries, a chair meant for Pakistan 

Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi remained empty as he had 

cancelled the trip to Abu Dhabi.

In a strong statement, the Pakistan Foreign Minister protested the OIC’s 

decision to grant a “guest of honour” status to India. Mr. Qureshi’s letter 

argued India had no “legal or moral grounds” to be present at the meeting.

Emphasises ties

Ms. Swaraj named countries like Saudi Arabia and Bangladesh for the support 

extended for building ties with OIC.

The Minister also named Afghanistan, Indonesia, Brunei, Egypt, Iran, Tunisia 

and the African and Central Asian members of the OIC for maintaining historic 

and multi-layered ties with India.

Laying out the Indian attitude to solve the terrorism problem, Ms. Swaraj said, 

“I would like to say that this menace could not be fought only through military, 

intelligence or diplomatic means.”

Ms. Swaraj said the fight against terrorism and extremism does not amount 
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to a clash of cultures and instead described it as a fight between ideas. She 

presented India’s pluralism and diversity as a source of strength and said 

Indian Muslims are a “microcosm” of India’s larger diverse culture.

“They speak Tamil and Telugu, Malayalam and Marathi, Bangla and Bhojpuri 

or any of the numerous languages of India. They have diverse culinary tastes, 

myriad choices of traditional attire, and they maintain strong cultural and 

linguistic heritage of the regions they loved and have lived for generations,” 

Ms. Swaraj said, elaborating on India’s vast Muslim community.

India charges high import tariff, want a reciprocal tax: Donald 
Trump
India is a very high-tariff nation, US President Donald Trump alleged, stating 

that he wants a reciprocal tax or at least some kind of tax.

“India is a very high-tariff nation. They charge us a lot,” Trump said in his 

address to the Conservative Political Action Conference (CPAC) in the 

Maryland suburb of Washington DC.

In his speech that lasted for more than two hours, Trump touched a wide 

range of issues including domestic, global and bilateral relationship with 

countries like India.

Referring to his often-cited example of the iconic Harley-Davidson motorcycles, 

he said, “When we send a motorcycle to India, it’s a hundred per cent tariff. 

They charge 100% when India sends a motorcycle to us, we brilliantly charge 

them nothing.”

“So, I want a reciprocal tax or at least, I want to charge a tax. It’s called the 

mirror tax, but it’s reciprocal,” Trump asserted.

Early this year, at a White House event to announce his support for reciprocal 

tax, Trump had said he was satisfied with the Indian decision to reduce the 

import tariff on Harley-Davidsonmotorcycles from 100 per cent to 50 per cent. 
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“Even this is not enough, this is okay,” he had said.

“Look at motorcycles as an example. (In) India, it was 100 per cent. I got them 

down to 50%, just by talking for about two minutes. It’s still 50% vs 2.4% (on 

imported motorcycles to the US). Again, other than that, it’s a very fair deal,” 

the president had told reporters at the White House on January 24.

 , he used the Indian example of how other countries were imposing high taxes 

on American products and now it was time for the US to impose a reciprocal 

tax. To prove his point, Trump said, he was using India as an example.

“But India is a very high-tariff nation. And they charge tremendously. So they 

charge a hundred. So I say, I’m not going to charge you a hundred, but I’m 

going to charge 25 per cent, and I hear this turmoil in the Senate because we 

are charging 25 per cent,” he said.

Trump told his supporters that there was resistance to his move from the 

Senate.

“I say, fellows, listen, they are charging us a hundred per cent. For the exact 

same product, I want to charge them 25%. I feel so foolish charging 25, 

because it should be a hundred. But I’m doing 25 only because of you. I want 

to get your support,” he said.

Thereafter, Trump mimicked the response from the lawmakers. “Sir, that’s not 

free trade. Where did these people come from? Where do they come from? 

I need your help, I need your help, the voters’ help. Where do they come 

from?,” he said.

Trump said the US could not allow a country to charge it 100% while it got 

nothing for the exact same product.

“For one thing, they don’t respect us. They think we’re stupid. They don’t 

respect us. But let me tell you something, the world respects our country 

again,” he said.

“America is now booming like never before. Other countries are doing very 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    International

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

poorly,” Trump said.

This story has been published from a wire agency feed without modifications 

to the text. Only the headline has been changed.

Protocol governing Varthaman’s return sketchy, say 
analysts
[Important for: Polity, Defence]

Hours after Pakistani jets violated the Line of Control (LoC)   morning, 

prompting the Indian Air Force (IAF) to engage them, India confirmed that 

a MiG-21 was lost and the pilot was “missing in action”.

Under international laws on diplomatic relations, however, the pilot, Wing 

Commander AbhinandanVarthaman’s return cannot be guaranteed. While 

the Geneva Convention clearly spells out protocols for prisoners of war, the 

circumstances leading to the IAF pilot’s capture by Pakistan are not classified 

as “war”. The only “protocol” that the two nations can now follow is that of 

goodwill.

“We have lost a MiG-21 and the pilot is missing in action. Pakistan has 

claimed he is in their custody. We are looking into this,” Air Vice Marshal 

R.G.K. Kapoor said in New Delhi.

The centre did not disclose any further information, but experts argued that 

the rules governing the captured pilot’s return were sketchy, especially as 

neither India nor Pakistan had “officially declared war”.

“There is a laid down protocol under the Geneva Convention, which states 

that prisoners of war have to be taken care of by the country that has held 

them captive. Their medical and other needs have to be adhered to and, in 

the past, both India and Pakistan have followed it. However, that is in case 

of an ongoing war. In this case, we don’t know how to act because neither 

country has declared war,” said Air Vice Marshal (retd) Kapil Kak.
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Drafted in 1949 in the aftermath of the Second World War, the Geneva 

Convention comprises “four treaties and three additional protocols that 

establish the standards of international law for humanitarian treatment in 

times of a war”.

Flight Lieutenant KambampatiNachiketa, who was on a bombing mission 

on 27 May 1999 during the Kargil War, and had ejected after his engine 

flamed out. He was released eight days later by Pakistan. He was part of 

Operation Safed Sagar, which was launched by the IAF to bolster the Indian 

Army’s Operation Vijay. However, Squadron Leader Ajay Ahuja of the Indian 

Air Force’s Golden Arrow Squadron was shot by the Pakistan Army after he 

ejected safely in Batalik, during the Kargil War.

In another instance of cooperation between the two countries, India had 

agreed to release 93,000 Pakistani prisoners after the two countries signed 

the Shimla Agreement in 1972, almost a year after the 1971 India-Pakistan 

war, which had also seen the release of then Squadron Leader K.C. Nanda 

Cariappa (retired as Air Marshal), who was captured during the 1965 war, 

under Pakistan president Ayub Khan.

“The only way out for him (Abhinandan) is to escape custody, but there is no 

diplomatic law. There must be an agreement between the two nations under 

which he is returned and the two nations can agree on it diplomatically and 

militarily. So the hope is for Pakistan to show some magnanimity in this case,” 

Kak said.

A video was circulated in Pakistan   morning showing Abhinandan giving his 

name, designation, service number, and religion, but refusing to divulge any 

further information. The Pakistan Army confirmed that one IAF pilot was in 

their custody.

India took strong objection. “India also strongly objected to Pakistan’s vulgar 

display of an injured personnel of the Indian Air Force in violation of all norms 

of International humanitarian law and the Geneva Convention,” the Union 
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ministry of external affairs said   evening.

OIC condemns ‘atrocities’, India says J&K internal matter
A day after External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj attended the 

Organisation of Islamic Cooperation (OIC) summit, a resolution adopted 

by the organisation condemned “atrocities and human rights violations” in 

Kashmir — a standard template for all OIC statements over the last several 

decades.

India said J&K is an “integral part of India and is a matter strictly internal to 

India”. But unlike previous statements, New Delhi did not say that OIC has 

no locus standi, and that India rejects the statement.

“As regards the resolutions on Jammu and Kashmir, our stand is consistent 

and well known. We reaffirm that Jammu & Kashmir is an integral part of 

India and is a matter strictly internal to India,” the Ministry of External Affairs’ 

official spokesperson, Raveesh Kumar, said  .

Kumar said Swaraj attended the OIC session in Abu Dhabi   as the guest 

of honour, and “we deeply appreciate this historic gesture on the 50th 

anniversary of their first meeting”.

The OIC ministerial meeting, which concluded  , adopted a separate 

resolution on Kashmir, apart from the Abu Dhabi declaration. Sources in 

New Delhi said the resolutions (such as the one on J&K) are based on 

country proposals and are “not” negotiated documents. The main negotiated 

document is the Abu Dhabi declaration, they said.

The Kashmir resolution had the phrase “Indian terrorism” in Kashmir 

— the last time the resolution mentioned “wicked terrorist act”. 

India has always taken strong exception to these resolutions.

Pakistan did not attend the plenary session, which was addressed by Swaraj  

. The Abu Dhabi declaration welcomed the positive initiative undertaken by 
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Pakistan PM Imran Khan to hand over IAF pilot AbhinandanVarthaman as a 

gesture of goodwill to de-escalate tension in the region.

In a resolution, OIC member-states reiterated that J&K remains the core 

dispute between Pakistan and India, and its resolution is indispensable for 

peace in South Asia.

When asked, UAE Foreign Minister Sheikh Abdullah bin Zayed Al Nahyan 

said, “Let’s look at it from the positive angle. I think OIC has sent a very clear 

and positive sign to India…that OIC appreciates the relationship with India 

and looks forward to strengthening such a relationship to a point where we 

can embrace India one day in OIC. I know we are not there yet for obvious 

reasons but what I can say (is) that having India as a guest of honour was a 

historic moment for the OIC.”

Qatar emir calls PM

Emir of Qatar Sheikh Tamim bin Ahmad bin Khalifa Al Thani   telephoned Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi to discuss the India-Pakistan tensions. The leaders 

discussed the situation and Modi highlighted that “terrorism continues to 

pose serious risk to peace and security in the region and beyond”, according 

to a statement.

Afghanistan launches new export route to India through 
Iran
Afghanistan began exports to India through an Iranian port  , official said, 

as the landlocked, war-torn nation turns to overseas markets to improve its 

economy.

Officials said 23 trucks carrying 57 tonnes of dried fruits, textiles, carpets 

and mineral products were dispatched from western Afghan city of Zaranj to 

Iran’s Chabahar port. The consignment will be shipped to the Indian city of 

Mumbai.
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At the inauguration of the new export route, President Ashraf Ghani said 

Afghanistan was slowly improving its exports in a bid to reduce its trade 

deficit.

“Chabahar port is the result of healthy cooperation between India, Iran and 

Afghanistan this will ensure economic growth,” he said.

‘Little Messi’ forced to flee home after Taliban threats
A young Afghan boy who shot to fame for wearing a homemade Lionel Messi 

shirt created out of a plastic bag - has been forced to flee his home for a 

second time. Murtaza Ahmadi, aged seven, retold his tragic story in the safer 

surroundings of Kabul.

The Iranian port provides easy access to the sea to Afghanistan and India 

has helped developed this route to allow both countries to engage in trade 

bypassing Pakistan.

Last year the US government granted an exception to certain U.S. sanctions 

that allowed development of Chabahar port as part of a new transportation 

corridor designed to boost Afghanistan’s economy and meet their needs of 

non-sanctionable goods such as food and medicines. India has sent 1.1 

million tonnes of wheat and 2,000 tonnes of lentils to Afghanistan through 

Chabahar.

Both countries established an air corridor in 2017. Afghan exports to India 

stood at $740 million in 2018, making it the largest export destination, officials 

said.

Navy chief warns of terrorism via sea
Highlighting the threat of state-sponsored terrorism that the country faced, 

Navy chief Admiral Sunil Lanba said   that the Pulwama terror attack was 
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perpetrated by extremists, aided and abetted by a “state which seeks to 

destabilise India”.

“We also have reports of terrorists being trained to carry out attacks with 

varying modus operandi , including through the medium of the sea,” Admiral 

Lanba said at the Indo-Pacific regional dialogue jointly organised by the Navy 

and the National Maritime Foundation.

He said terrorist groups had been evolving quickly across the globe and this 

particular ‘brand’ of terror could well become a global problem in the near 

future. “The Indian security establishment is continuously working to address 

this menace,” he said. It was imperative that the global community acted in 

concert to contain and eliminate terrorism in all forms.

Talking of the Indo-Pacific region, Admiral Lanba said it held great promise 

but its future was mired in the “shifting plates of global politics and the fault 

lines of history”.

Renewed pressure

“A unique blend of strategised financial aid, creeping territorial accretion, 

information operations, legal ambiguity and military assertiveness is being 

wielded by aspiring great powers to establish regional dominance. This is 

putting the region’s historically delicate stability under renewed pressure,” he 

said. Some projects had also, arguably, been undertaken “solely to support 

political and strategic designs with almost no benefit to locals”. He called for 

steps to avoid getting “entrapped” by those with unscrupulous designs.

Several countries, including Sri Lanka, had been caught in huge debts due 

to large infrastructure projects funded by China, which turned out to be 

economically unviable.

In the political domain, Admiral Lanba, without taking names, said in more 

than one nation, individuals who lost the democratic mandate had sought 

to undermine political stability. The support to such individuals from certain 
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quarters was “well known”. Though the “resilience of democracies had been 

affirmed” so far, one must neither assume that these tactics would not be 

repeated nor presume that they would continue to be ineffective.

“Unilateral actions in direct violation of international arbitration mechanisms 

have furthered undermined security and stability in some regions,” he said.

ISRO, French agency to set up maritime surveillance 
system
National space agency ISRO and its French counterpart CNES   sealed an 

agreement to set up a joint maritime surveillance system in the country in 

May.

The two nations will explore putting up a constellation of low-Earth orbiting 

satellites that will identify and track movement of ships globally – and in 

particular those moving in the Indian Ocean region where France has its 

Reunion Islands.

Before that, they will initially share data from their present space systems 

and develop new algorithms to analyse them, according to the Paris based 

National Centre for Space Studies.

The agreement comes a year after the broad collaboration plan the two 

governments initiated during French President Emmanuel Macron’s visit in 

March last 2018.

K.Sivan, Chairman of the Indian Space Research Organisation, and Jean-

Yves Le Gall, President of CNES of France, signed the agreement in 

Bengaluru. “The CNES-ISRO agreement [intends] to supply an operational 

system for detecting, identifying and tracking ships in the Indian Ocean. 

[It] provides for a maritime surveillance centre to be set up in India in May 

this year; sharing of capacity to process existing satellite data and joint 

development of associated algorithms,” the CNES statement said.
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“For the next phase of the programme, studies for an orbital infrastructure to 

be operated jointly by the two countries are ongoing. CNES is working with 

its industry partners and with ISRO to devise the most appropriate technical 

solution.”

The two agencies have put up two climate and ocean weather monitoring 

satellites Megha-Tropiques (of 2011) and SARAL-AltiKa (2013) that are 

considered a model.

“This fleet will be augmented with the launch of Oceansat-3-Argos mission in 

2020 along with a joint infrared Earth-observation satellite,” the CNES said.

Congress hosts diplomats from G20, shares its political 
vision
Senior Congress leaders, including former Prime Minister Manmohan Singh, 

party president Rahul Gandhi and Sonia Gandhi, met diplomats of G20 and 

neighbouring countries at a luncheon  , where the party shared its economic 

and political vision before the 2019 Lok Sabha election.

While the Pakistan High Commissioner was not invited because of the 

tensions between India and Pakistan, envoys from the U.S., China, the U.K., 

and several other countries attended the meeting, Congress leaders said. 

The meet, which lasted nearly three hours, was hosted by Anand Sharma, 

who heads the Congress’ foreign affairs department. It was earlier slated for 

February 15 but cancelled in the wake of the Pulwama terror attack.

“It was a meaningful engagement and a good meeting where global, regional, 

political and economic matters were discussed,” Mr. Sharma said.

Mr. Gandhi shared his party’s vision for revival of agriculture sector and jobs 

creation, he said.
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China steps up diplomacy to ease India-Pakistan tensions
China has stepped up its diplomacy to ease tensions between India and 

Pakistan following the Pulwama attack by sending its special envoy to 

Islamabad.

Chinese Foreign Ministry spokesperson Lu Kang said   that Vice-Foreign 

Minister Kong Xuanyou was already in Islamabad to establish an “enabling 

atmosphere” that would help Pakistan to cooperate with “other parties”.

Mr. Lu said Mr. Kong’s mission was to “promote dialogue” between India 

and Pakistan by persuading both sides to exercise flexibility. “I hope the 

two sides can show some goodwill, embrace each other halfway, properly 

resolve their differences through dialogue. China will play a constructive role 

to promote dialogue between them.”

India has made it plain that it would start a dialogue only if Pakistan takes 

visible and verifiable steps to eliminate terrorism that targets India from its 

soil. “In fact, Pakistan has been making efforts and exercised policies to 

combat terrorism. We think we should encourage this,” Mr. Lu said.

Crackdown on terror

Pakistan arrested 44 members of proscribed organisations, including Hamad 

Azhar, the son of Masood Azhar, the head of the Pakistan-based terror group 

Jaish-e-Mohammed, which has claimed responsibility of the February 14 

Pulwama attack that killed at least 40 CRPF personnel.

Without referring to the Kashmir issue, Mr. Lu said that both ‘symptom” and 

“root cause” of terrorism should be addressed.

Asked to comment on the understanding reached between the Foreign 

Ministers of Russia, India and China (RIC) during their February 27 meeting 

in Wuzhen, the spokesperson said: “As to counter terrorism issue in the 

trilateral meeting, I shall say a key point is that terrorism is a complex issue. 

We should address the symptom and the root causes of terrorism that is the 
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premise for what was proposed by Foreign Ministers of the three countries.”

Asked to comment on China’s stand on the resolution proposed in the UNSC 

1267 committee to list Azhar as a global terrorist, Mr. Lu said China would take 

a “conducive decision” to resolve the differences. “China will have discussion 

with relevant bodies” as listing of terrorists “is a very serious issue”, he said.
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India, Russia sign deal on nuclear submarine
India   sealed a $3-billion deal with Russia for leasing a nuclear-powered 

attack submarine for the Indian Navy for a period of 10 years, military 

sources said.

The two countries signed an inter-governmental agreement capping months 

of negotiations on price and other aspects of the deal. Under the pact, Russia 

will have to deliver the Akula class submarine, to be known as Chakra III, to 

the Indian Navy by 2025. It will be the third Russian submarine to be leased 

to the Navy.

A spokesperson in the Defence Ministry refused to comment on the deal.

India has been significantly bolstering its naval prowess in the backdrop of 

China’s attempts to expand its influence in the Indian Ocean region.

India to send envoy back to Pakistan
India   took a step towards de-escalation of tension with Pakistan and 

announced that its envoy will return to Islamabad.

Both countries had withdrawn their envoys following a spike in tension after 

the terror attack in Pulwama and the Indian airstrikes in Balakot.

“High Commissioner of India to Pakistan Ajay Bisaria will reach Islamabad 

on March 9 and resume his duties,” Ministry of External Affairs spokesperson 

Raveesh Kumar said.

The announcement comes days after Pakistan declared that Prime Minister 

Imran Khan would send High Commissioner Sohail Mahmood back to Delhi. 

Diplomatic sources said Pakistan’s envoy will also return to Delhi  . Prime 

Minister Khan met Pakistan’s envoy to India   and discussed the upcoming 

India-Pakistan engagements.
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N. Korea may be preparing for a missile or space launch: 
report
North Korea may be preparing for a missile or space launch, U.S. news 

outlet NPR has reported, based on satellite image analysis of a key facility 

near Pyongyang.

NPR said the images of Sanumdong, one of the facilities Pyongyang has 

used to produce intercontinental ballistic missiles, were taken days before 

U.S. President Donald Trump and North Korean leader Kim Jong-un met in 

Hanoi for their high-stakes summit, which ended in failure.

Photos published

The photos by the firm DigitalGlobe show the presence of cars and trucks 

at the site on February 22, said NPR, which has exclusive access to the 

imagery.

It added that rail cars and cranes can also be seen at a yard. “When you 

put all that together, that’s really what it looks like when the North Koreans 

are in the process of building a rocket,” Jeffrey Lewis, a researcher at the 

Middlebury Institute of International Studies at Monterey, was quoted as 

saying by NPR.

The Sanumdong analysis comes days after the specialised website 38 north 

and the Center for Strategic and International Studies said Pyongyang may 

have resumed operations at its long-range rocket launch site at Sohae, 

based on their study of satellite imagery from March 6.

The development is likely to further compound Washington’s frustration 

over the lack of progress in its bid to get the North to give up its atomic 

arsenal, especially after the February 27-28 summit between Mr. Trump 

and Mr. Kim collapsed without a joint statement.

Mr. Trump said   that his relationship with Mr. Kim “remains good”, despite 

the setback in Hanoi.
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U.S. officials have said Washington believes the “final, fully verified 

denuclearisation” of North Korea is still possible by the end of Mr. Trump’s 

first term.

India discusses terror with 4 countries
India   held crucial discussions with Saudi Arabia, United States, Turkey and 

the UAE on countering Pakistan-based terror groups, the Ministry of External 

Affairs said.

In a telephone conversation with President RecepTayyip Erdogan of Turkey, 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi reiterated India’s position that terrorism 

“remains one of the gravest threats to global peace and security”.

Mr Modi also held telephone talks with Crown Prince of Abu Dhabi Mohammed 

bin Zayed Al-Nahyan and thanked him for the support from his side for India’s 

appearance as a “Guest of Honour” at the recent ministerial of the OIC 

where India asked for a united front against terrorism. It was the second such 

communication in two weeks as the Crown Prince had earlier called for de-

escalation of tension between India and Pakistan.

Prime Minister Modi also had a personal meeting with the visiting Minister of 

State for Foreign Affairs of Saudi Arabia Adel bin Ahmed Al Jubeir   evening. 

“Prime Minister thanked the leadership of Saudi Arabia for expressing 

full solidarity with India in the fight against terrorism in all its forms and 

manifestations. It was agreed that Saudi Arabia and India should work 

together for irreversible, verifiable and credible steps against all terrorists 

without any discrimination,” a press statement from the Ministry of External 

Affairs said after the deputy minister completed his hours-long visit here.

India, Pak. talks on Kartarpur today
India will urge Pakistan to not utilise the holy Kartarpur shrine for propaganda 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    India and 
the World

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

about the Khalistan issue, sources said here  .

The issue is part of the security concerns that is being considered by the Indian 

side as paramount for the bilateral talks that will be held in Attari tomorrow.

“We would like to see that Pakistan doesn’t use the presence of pilgrims from 

India in Kartarpur shrine for propaganda purposes on the Khalistan issue,” 

said a source aware of India’s plans for Thursday’s talks that will finalise the 

details of the religious corridor project on the ground.

The talks that will focus on the essential features of the draft agreement on 

the religious corridor project has already created a controversy after Pakistan 

alleged that India did not grant visas for Pakistani journalists for the meeting. 

Pakistan’s foreign office spokesman took to social media to argue that 

Pakistan had granted visas to more than 30 Indian journalists who covered 

the Kartarpur ground-breaking ceremony in Pakistan last year.

Sources said Thursday’s event will not a public event and therefore India had 

decided to keep it limited to official level.

Facilities for pilgrims

The project will include a vast facility for the pilgrims on the Indian side which 

will be ready to host at least 5,000 pilgrims on any given day. It was learnt 

that India will also prepare for “surge” in pilgrims flow during special, festive 

seasons. Accordingly facilities will be created for at least 10,000 more pilgrims 

on the facilities on the Indian side.

India has acquired 50 acres of land for the facility for the pilgrims to be built 

in Khanda style which represents oneness of the humanity. The infrastructure 

would be built in two phases and the first phase will spread over 15 acres 

of land. The Passenger Terminal Building will be the main structure around 

which the rest of the land will be developed.

Prefabricated structure

The prefabricated structure is expected to be ready by the time 550th birth 

anniversary of Guru Nanak is celebrated in November this year.
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The talks between Indian and Pakistani delegations   will deliberate upon the 

passport and visa related issues. The Indian position, sources said is one 

of making the holy shrine available to “optimal” number of people. “We are 

looking for visa-free travel facilities for 5,000 Indian pilgrims in the first phase 

itself,” said a source elaborating on the Indian position for the talks.

The talks will also include discussion over mismatch between the alignment 

of Indian and Pakistan designs. The facility that India will build on the Indian 

side of the project will include 54 immigration counters for processing the 

paper works necessary for the visit to the gurdwara which is one of the holiest 

shrines associated with Sikh religion.

India wants visa-free travel to Kartarpur
India has urged Pakistan to grant visa-free travel rights to Indian pilgrims 

visiting the Kartarpur shrine. The proposal was part of the Indian agenda 

at Thursday’s meeting between delegations from both countries at Attari 

where the draft agreement for the Kartarpur Corridor was discussed. A joint 

statement issued after the meeting said the delegations held detailed and 

constructive discussions on the proposed agreement and agreed to work 

towards expeditiously operationalising the corridor.

“We emphasised that the access be visa-free and the provision apply to Indians 

as well as people of Indian origin,” S.C.L. Das, Joint Secretary, Ministry of 

Home Affairs, said at a press briefing after the meeting.

The Indian delegation also insisted that the shrine be kept open throughout 

the year and sought assurance that access for at least 5,000 pilgrims on any 

day throughout the week be provided. Infrastructure to enable 10,000 more 

pilgrims on ‘surge’ days like Baisakhi and other important festivals, is also 

being made ready by India.

“The talks held today were part of our ongoing endeavour to realise this 
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long-awaited aspiration of India pilgrims for smooth and easy access to 

GurdwaraKartarpur Sahib,” Mr. Das said.

“Both sides also held expert level discussions between the technical experts on 

the alignment and other details of the proposed corridor,” said the statement.

The Hindu had earlier reported about a ‘mismatch’ between the proposed 

alignments of Indian and Pakistani plans for the infrastructure.

Sources had earlier informed that India was concerned about the security 

aspect of the project because of reports of activities by pro-Khalistan elements 

on the Pakistani side

The joint press statement added that the two sides had agreed to hold the 

next meeting at Wagah on April 2, 2019. “This will be preceded by a meeting 

of the technical experts on March 19, 2019 at the proposed zero points to 

finalise the alignment,” it said.

India to weigh options after China ‘hold’ on Azhar
Despite weeks of a diplomatic campaign by New Delhi after the Pulwama 

attack, China’s decision to place a “hold” on the UN Security Council listing 

of Jaish-e-Mohammad chief Masood Azhar is a setback that will force the 

government to reconsider its strategy on the issue, and consider its options 

and priorities in the weeks ahead.

Among those options are whether to continue to pursue the Azhar listing 

issue with China, to abandon the effort, or to lobby other UN Security Council 

members to try and change the UNSC veto system entirely, say experts.

Long-drawn process

To begin with, China’s hold does not automatically kill the current proposal 

to list Azhar. China can maintain the hold for up to six months according to 

the guidelines of the 1267 ISIL and Al Qaeda Sanctions Committee. After 

that, it can request one extension for upto three months. This means, if India 
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chooses to pursue the issue, it could use the time to convince China of the 

importance of the move.

Clearly, this is easier said than done: the effort to list Masood Azhar as a 

“Qaida Designated Individual (QDi) is nearly two decades old, and China has 

not budged on its position on Azhar, even as it has allowed the listing of more 

than a dozen other terror groups and leaders based in Pakistan.

However, a diplomat engaged in negotiations with Beijing did tell The 

Hinduthat this is “the closest that China has come to reconsidering the Azhar 

issue”.

If the government wishes to make China change its stand, it must consider a 

more transactional approach says former Ambassador to China and Pakistan 

GautamBambawale, who advocates identifying issues at the UN where China 

will want India’s support or that of the U.S., the U.K. and France in return.

While Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Wuhan Summit meeting with President 

Xi Jinping has failed to move China to align its position on terrorism to India’s 

thus far, another opportunity will come for India when President Xi travels 

here for the next informal summit expected shortly after the elections.

Still others suggest that India should work with UNSC members to ensure 

that China is unable to stop the listing process as it has been able to do in 

the past four attempts to list Masood Azhar.

“The time has come to focus on the veto power of China in the UNSC being 

used cynically to oppose global counter terrorism measures,” said former 

Indian Ambassador to the United Nations AsokeMukerji, advocating that the 

UN General Assembly resolution on UNSC reform, including the question of 

the veto, be tabled now, especially in cases where the vast majority is held 

up by one or two members.

A similar process may have been hinted at by a U.S. diplomat at the Security 

Council, expressing some frustration at the end of the fortnight’s efforts by 

Washington to convince China on the Azhar question. “If China continues to 
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block this designation, responsible member states may be forced to pursue 

other actions at the Security Council. It shouldn’t have to come to that,” the 

diplomat warned.

The FATF track

Another track advocated by some is to shelve the Masood Azhar plan entirely, 

and direct India’s diplomatic efforts towards effecting real actions by Pakistan 

against terror groups, citing the Lashkar-e-Taiba chief and 26/11 mastermind 

Hafiz Saeed’s case, who remains a free man 10 years after he was added 

to the UNSC list.

In the next two months, Pakistan will face a review of its actions at the 

Financial Action Task Force (FATF), and many say India’s diplomatic efforts 

will be better employed in keeping the focus on them.

These would include changing Pakistan’s anti-terror laws to allow the 

prosecution of leaders like Azhar and Saeed, ensuring both leaders and their 

groups are unable to address public rallies, or collect funds as they have 

been able to do until quite recently, and to see what the MEA calls “credible, 

verifiable and sustained” actions to shut down the terror camps and other 

infrastructure in Pakistan.

India wants visa-free travel to Kartarpur
India has urged Pakistan to grant visa-free travel rights to Indian pilgrims 

visiting the Kartarpur shrine. The proposal was part of the Indian agenda 

at Thursday’s meeting between delegations from both countries at Attari 

where the draft agreement for the Kartarpur Corridor was discussed. A joint 

statement issued after the meeting said the delegations held detailed and 

constructive discussions on the proposed agreement and agreed to work 

towards expeditiously operationalising the corridor.

“We emphasised that the access be visa-free and the provision apply to 
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Indians as well as people of Indian origin,” S.C.L. Das, Joint Secretary, Ministry 

of Home Affairs, said at a press briefing after the meeting.

The Indian delegation also insisted that the shrine be kept open throughout 

the year and sought assurance that access for at least 5,000 pilgrims on any 

day throughout the week be provided. Infrastructure to enable 10,000 more 

pilgrims on ‘surge’ days like Baisakhi and other important festivals is also 

being made ready by India.

“The talks held today were part of our ongoing endeavour to realise this 

long-awaited aspiration of India pilgrims for smooth and easy access to 

GurdwaraKartarpur Sahib,” Mr. Das said.

“Both sides also held expert level discussions between the technical experts on 

the alignment and other details of the proposed corridor,” said the statement.

The Hindu had earlier reported about a ‘mismatch’ between the proposed 

alignments of Indian and Pakistani plans for the infrastructure.

Sources had earlier informed that India was concerned about the security 

aspect of the project because of reports of activities by pro-Khalistan elements 

on the Pakistani side

The joint press statement added that the two sides had agreed to hold the 

next meeting at Wagah on April 2, 2019. “This will be preceded by a meeting 

of the technical experts on March 19, 2019 at the proposed zero points to 

finalise the alignment,” it said.

India to weigh options after China ‘hold’ on Azhar
Despite weeks of a diplomatic campaign by New Delhi after the Pulwama 

attack, China’s decision to place a “hold” on the UN Security Council listing 

of Jaish-e-Mohammad chief Masood Azhar is a setback that will force the 

government to reconsider its strategy on the issue, and consider its options 

and priorities in the weeks ahead.
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Among those options are whether to continue to pursue the Azhar listing 

issue with China, to abandon the effort, or to lobby other UN Security Council 

members to try and change the UNSC veto system entirely, say experts.

Long-drawn process

To begin with, China’s hold does not automatically kill the current proposal 

to list Azhar. China can maintain the hold for up to six months according to 

the guidelines of the 1267 ISIL and Al Qaeda Sanctions Committee. After 

that, it can request one extension for upto three months. This means, if India 

chooses to pursue the issue, it could use the time to convince China of the 

importance of the move.

Clearly, this is easier said than done: the effort to list Masood Azhar as a 

“Qaida Designated Individual (QDi) is nearly two decades old, and China has 

not budged on its position on Azhar, even as it has allowed the listing of more 

than a dozen other terror groups and leaders based in Pakistan.

However, a diplomat engaged in negotiations with Beijing did tell The Hinduthat 

this is “the closest that China has come to reconsidering the Azhar issue”.

If the government wishes to make China change its stand, it must consider a 

more transactional approach says former Ambassador to China and Pakistan 

GautamBambawale, who advocates identifying issues at the UN where China 

will want India’s support or that of the U.S., the U.K. and France in return.

While Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s Wuhan Summit meeting with President 

Xi Jinping has failed to move China to align its position on terrorism to India’s 

thus far, another opportunity will come for India when President Xi travels 

here for the next informal summit expected shortly after the elections.

Still others suggest that India should work with UNSC members to ensure 

that China is unable to stop the listing process as it has been able to do in the 

past four attempts to list Masood Azhar.

“The time has come to focus on the veto power of China in the UNSC being 

used cynically to oppose global counter terrorism measures,” said former 
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Indian Ambassador to the United Nations AsokeMukerji, advocating that the 

UN General Assembly resolution on UNSC reform, including the question of 

the veto, be tabled now, especially in cases where the vast majority is held 

up by one or two members.

A similar process may have been hinted at by a U.S. diplomat at the Security 

Council, expressing some frustration at the end of the fortnight’s efforts by 

Washington to convince China on the Azhar question. “If China continues to 

block this designation, responsible member states may be forced to pursue 

other actions at the Security Council. It shouldn’t have to come to that,” the 

diplomat warned.

The FATF track

Another track advocated by some is to shelve the Masood Azhar plan entirely, 

and direct India’s diplomatic efforts towards effecting real actions by Pakistan 

against terror groups, citing the Lashkar-e-Taiba chief and 26/11 mastermind 

Hafiz Saeed’s case, who remains a free man 10 years after he was added to 

the UNSC list.

In the next two months, Pakistan will face a review of its actions at the 

Financial Action Task Force (FATF), and many say India’s diplomatic efforts 

will be better employed in keeping the focus on them.

These would include changing Pakistan’s anti-terror laws to allow the 

prosecution of leaders like Azhar and Saeed, ensuring both leaders and their 

groups are unable to address public rallies, or collect funds as they have 

been able to do until quite recently, and to see what the MEA calls “credible, 

verifiable and sustained” actions to shut down the terror camps and other 

infrastructure in Pakistan.

India resents Pak. offer on Kartarpur
A day after India and Pakistan discussed the draft agreement for the Kartarpur 
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corridor at Attari, officials said   that despite promising visa-free access to 

the Sikh shrine, Pakistan through back door wanted to introduce “special 

permits for pilgrims for a fee.”

India also strongly protested against the encroachment of around 100 acres 

of land belonging to the GurdwaraKartarpur Sahib in the Pakistani territory 

that was donated by Maharaja Ranjeet Singh in the 19th century.

Pakistan restricted the duration of the agreement to two years, said an 

official.

A senior government official said that against the hype created by the 

Pakistan government and the Pakistani media on the Kartarpur corridor, its 

actual offer during the talks turned out to be “farcical and mere tokenism.”

“There is a sea of difference between what Pakistan, including Prime 

Minister Imran Khan, had announced and what they offered at Attari,” said 

the official.

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 

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

November 23, 2019, the 550th birth anniversary of the founder of Sikhism, 

Guru Nanak Dev, who spent the final years of his life at Kartarpur.

S.C.L. Das, Joint Secretary, the Ministry of Home Affairs, led the Indian 

delegation. The team from Pakistan was led by Mohammad Faisal, DG (SA 

& SAARC) of the Pakistan Ministry of Foreign Affairs.

“Lands owned by the KartarpurGurdwara committee has been usurped by 

the government of Pakistan in name of developing the corridor. A strident 

demand was made by India for restoration of these lands to the gurdwara,” 

said the official.

Curbs on daily visits

The official also said that Pakistan suggested capping the number of pilgrims 
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to the shrine at 700 a day instead of the 5,000 proposed by India. “Initially 

they said 500, when we insisted; they agreed to increase the number of 

pilgrims to 700. Pakistan did not agree to daily visits and restricted it to the 

visiting days specified by it. It did not agree to travel of devotees on foot and 

insisted that the movement be in groups of 15 and by vehicles,” said the 

official.

The official said India and Pakistan had signed a pact in 1974 to facilitate 

the visit of their pilgrims to the shrines located in each other’s territories but 

Kartarpur Sahib was not included in the pact despite repeated requests by 

India. As per that agreement, there are 15 shrines in Pakistan and seven in 

India which pilgrims from both sides can visit.

Second Scorpene submarine ready for induction
The Navy is set to induct the second Scorpene submarine Khanderi by early 

May, a defence source said. The remaining submarines in the series are in 

advanced stages of manufacturing and trials.

“ Khanderi has completed all trials and is in the final stages of acceptance. 

It is expected to be commissioned into the Navy by end April or early May,” 

the defence source said. Khanderi was launched into water in January 2017 

and has since been undergoing a series of trials.

Ready for trials

Another source stated that the fourth submarine Vela is ready to be launched 

into water for trials around the same time depending on the ocean tide.

Mazagon Dock Limited (MDL), Mumbai, is manufacturing six Scorpene 

submarines under technology transfer from Naval Group of France under a 

2005 contract worth $3.75 bn. After a series of delays in the project, the first 

submarine of the class Kalvari joined service in December 2017. The entire 

project is expected to be completed by 2020.
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The third in the Scorpene series Karanj which was launched in January last 

year is in advanced stage of trials and could be ready for induction by year 

end.

The last two submarines Vagir and Vagsheer are in advanced stages of 

manufacturing on the assembly line. The fifth submarine is in the final stages 

of being booted together. The ‘Boot Together’ is where the five separate 

sections are welded together to form the submarine.

Kalvari is the first modern conventional submarine inducted by the Navy in 

almost two decades.

In addition, the Navy currently operates four German HDW class submarines 

and nine Russian Kilo class submarines.

The Navy had last inducted a conventional diesel-electric submarine, 

INSSindhushastra , procured from Russia in July 2000.

India, Maldives agree to cooperate on defence, development, 
health
India and the Maldives   discussed measures to strengthen ties and agreed 

to collaborate in the fields of defence, development cooperation, capacity 

building and health as External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj held talks 

with the country’s top leadership, including her Maldivian counterpart Abdulla 

Shahid.

Ms. Swaraj arrived here   on a two-day visit, the first full-fledged bilateral 

trip from India to the island nation after the government of President Ibrahim 

Mohamed Solih came to power in November last year. Ms. Swaraj and 

Maldivian Foreign Minister Shahid reviewed progress on important bilateral 

issues, including implementation of agreed outcomes of President Solih’s 

visit to India last year, External Affairs Ministry Spokesperson Raveesh 

Kumar tweeted.
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Ms. Swaraj also called on the Speaker of the Parliament of Maldives, Qasim 

Ibrahim, and reiterated India’s commitment to supporting the country in its 

path of peace, development, prosperity and democracy.

She unveiled a plaque dedicating the renovated IGM Hospital to the people 

of Maldives in the city of Male. IGMH is the first and largest government 

health-care facility in the Maldives, built with Indian assistance.

Ms. Swaraj will call on President Solih  .

UAE helped defuse India-Pak tensions: envoy
In an announcement that goes against India’s steady official narrative, the 

envoy of the United Arab Emirates declared   that his country has played 

a major role in de-escalating tension between India and Pakistan after the 

Pulwama terror attack and Balakot strike.

Speaking at an event at IIT Delhi, UAE ambassador Dr Ahmed Al Banna 

said, “We have played an important role in reducing tension between 

India and Pakistan. On the day of the huge escalation, our Crown Prince 

of Abu Dhabi Mohammed Bin Zayed had a telephonic conversation with 

Prime Minister Modi and the Pakistani PM Imran Khan. Our role was to 

sort out differences between two sides in a peaceful manner through 

negotiations.”

India’s stance

The envoy’s declaration regarding the Crown Prince’s conversations with 

PM Modi is at variance with India’s statements on the issue.

An official statement issued on March 11 had no mention of the UAE’s role 

to help with the de-escalation process.

However, Mohammed Bin Zayed had himself stated in a social media 

message on March 1 about his conversation with the Prime Ministers of 
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India and Pakistan about the “recent events”.

First public statement

This is also a first major public admission of a negotiating role by a third 

country in India-Pakistan crisis.

India had traditionally denied the space for third party role in the conflict with 

Pakistan.

This consistent position is rooted in the Simla Accord of 1972.

The envoy pointed out that the role of UAE was not in the nature of 

mediation but more in the nature of reducing an emergent crisis that grew 

out of “escalation of tension” following the Pulwama terror attack and India’s 

Balakot strike.

“We tried to decrease tension between India and Pakistan by using the 

special relationship that we have with both India and Pakistan,” the 

ambassador said.

Male reaffirms its ‘India first’ policy
Requests for a cricket stadium, renewable energy projects and a thousand 

additional slots for Maldivian students in Indian courses were the highlights 

of the discussions during External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj’s visit to 

the Maldives  , as the island nation reaffirmed its “India first” policy.

Three agreements were signed during the visit, which officials called the 

first “full-fledged substantive bilateral” engagement at a political level with 

the new government in Male. One of the agreements is for visa exemption 

for diplomats and another for MoUs for development projects.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi attended the swearing-in of President 

Ibrahim Mohamed Solih in November and announced $1.4 billion in grants 

and lines of credit to the Maldives. Mr. Solih visited Delhi in December. Ms. 

Swaraj’s visit is seen as an occasion to discuss follow-up measures on 
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announcements made during those visits, officials said.

Resetting ties

“Foreign Minister Shahid reiterated his government’s “India first policy”, and 

said his government looks forward to working closely with the Government 

of India on all issues. He also reiterated that the Government of Maldives 

would remain sensitive towards India’s security and strategic concerns,” 

a joint statement said. The words indicate a stark contrast with the frosty 

relationship between the two countries last year, under previous President 

Abdullah Yameen’s tenure. New Delhi, in turn, expressed its full support to 

the Maldives in line with its “Neighbourhood First” policy.

During her two-day visit, Ms. Swaraj inaugurated the renovated Indira 

Gandhi Memorial Hospital, built in 1995, and met with several senior leaders 

including President Ibrahim Solih, Speaker of the Assembly Gasim Ibrahim 

and former President Mohamed Nasheed. Mr. Nasheed, who is standing for 

a parliamentary seat in the elections on April 6, was an “old and cherished 

friend,” the External Affairs Ministry spokesperson said in a tweet.

New embassy

While India has agreed to consider a request to build a cricket stadium, 

it has accepted an offer of reclaimed land for the new Indian Embassy in 

the suburban island of Hulhumale, which has been developed by Chinese 

companies.

The Solih government is in the process of auditing and reviewing many of the 

contracts given by the Yameen government to China, which had been one 

of the causes of friction between the Maldives and India over the past few 

years.

Pinaki Chandra Ghose appointed first Lokpal
Former Supreme Court judge Pinaki Chandra Ghose became the first Lokpal 
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of the country with his appointment to the post along with eight members  .

The President has appointed Justice Ghose as Lokpal or anti-corruption 

watchdog ombudsman. Besides him, other judicial members are Justices 

Dilip B Bhosale, P.K. Mohanty, AbhilashaKumari and A.K. Tripathi.

The non-judicial members are Dinesh Kumar Jain, Archana Ramasundaram, 

Mahender Singh, and Indrajeet Prasad Gautam.

Former SSB chief

Ms. Ramasundaram is former Sashastra Seema Bal (SSB) chief, while 

Mr. Jain is former Maharashtra Chief Secretary. Mr. Gautam is former IAS 

officer of Gujarat cadre and was Municipal Commissioner of Ahmedabad 

and Principal Secretary (Urban Development) in Gujarat.

Justice Ghose’s appointment has come nearly five years after the Lokpal Act 

was notified on January 16, 2014. The law was passed in 2013 following a 

countrywide anti-corruption movement.

The members of the Lokpal will include eight members — former High Court 

judges and civil servants.

India reaches out to Mozambique
The Indian Navy had launched a Humanitarian Assistance and Disaster 

Relief (HADR) operation in coordination with local officials to evacuate about 

5,000 people stranded at Buzi near Port Beira in Mozambique, a Navy officer 

said.

The African nation has been devastated by tropical cyclone Idai.

Act as anchor

“Large fishing boats provided by Mozambique acted as anchor midway 

across the channel. Rigid-Hulled Inflatable Boat (RHIB) and Gemini boats 

on our ships will transport personnel from shore to the fishing boats to be 

transported to the Beira side,” a defence official said, giving details of the 
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operation.

The smaller RHIB and Gemini boats were employed as the Navy ships and 

local fishing boats could not enter the channel due to depth restrictions. 

Helicopter operations were also planned to assist the rescue efforts.

“Ships of First Training squadron of Indian Navy, Sujata, Sarathi and 

Shardul, operating in Southern Indian Ocean were diverted to Port Beira in 

Mozambique based on the request of the Government of Mozambique,” the 

Navy officer said. Navy ships provided food, clothes, medicine and potable 

water to the affected people. The ships also have three medical practitioners 

and five nurses to provide immediate medical help. The helicopter on INS 

Shardul is operating from the local airport for recce and search and rescue, 

the Navy officer said.

U.S. report flags curbs on Indian media
The country Human Rights reports for 2018 were released last week as 

part of an annual exercise in which the U.S. State Department submits its 

assessment of such rights as per the Universal Declaration of Human Rights 

to the U.S. Congress.

The 2018 India report covers a range of issues including press and media 

freedoms, forced disappearances, custodial deaths and the NGO clampdown 

— which became an issue between the U.S. and India, after the NDA 

government cancelled licenses of some 15,000 NGOs under the Foreign 

Contributions Regulation Act.

“The government imposed restrictions on foreign funding of some 

nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), including those with views the 

government stated were not in the “national interest,” thereby curtailing the 

work of these NGO,” the report said.

Custodial deaths
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In terms of custodial deaths, the Report cites official (Indian) figures of 1,674 

cases of such death between August 2017 and February 2018, with 1,530 

occurring in judicial custody and 144 in police custody.

The report, in a separate section, Role of the Police and Security Apparatus 

, says, “Police continue to be overpaid, underworked, and subject to political 

pressure, in some cases contributing to corruption.”

Regarding press freedom and the safety of journalists, the report says , 

“There were numerous instances of journalists and members of media being 

threatened or killed in response to their reporting. Police rarely identified 

suspects involved in the killing of journalists.” It cites a 2017 Press Council 

of India report saying at least 80 journalists were killed since 1990 but only 

one conviction had occurred thus far.

In terms of editorial freedoms, the report says, “The Editors Guild of 

India claimed the government limited press freedom by exerting political 

pressure and blocking television transmissions.” It cited the firing of The 

Tribune’s Editor-in-Chief Harish Khare after reported government pressure 

on the newspaper following its report on privacy and security flaws in the 

Aadhaar program.

The report quotes the 2018 World Press Freedom Index as saying online 

trolling and attacks on journalists was a major issue.

“With Hindu nationalists trying to purge all manifestations of ‘anti-national’ 

thought from the national debate, self-censorship is growing in the mainstream 

media and journalists are increasingly the targets of online smear campaigns 

by the most radical nationalists, who vilify and even threaten physical 

reprisals,” the report said.
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Short Brexit delay possible only if U.K. Parliament backs deal: 
EU
Britain’s political crisis continued to unfold   as European Council President 

Donald Tusk said that a “short extension” to Article 50 would be conditional 

on a “positive vote in the House of Commons.”

The length of that conditional extension is yet to be determined, as the 

European Commission and the Council indicated their concerns about the 

U.K.’s proposal for an extension till June 30. Any extension beyond May 

23, when European parliamentary election is due to take place, would pose 

“institutional difficulties and legal uncertainty”, they warned.

 , Prime Minister Theresa May wrote to EU Council President Donald Tusk, 

seeking a short extension to Article 50 till June 30, and insisting that she 

would press ahead with another vote on her withdrawal deal next week.

Same motion

It comes despite a ruling by the Speaker of the House of Commons, John 

Bercow, earlier this week that the same motion could not be put before 

the House repeatedly during the same parliamentary session and despite 

warnings from EU leaders that an extension would only be granted if the U.K. 

had clear and precise reasons as to why it should be given.

After details of the letter emerged, the Commission swiftly expressed concerns 

about the request. [European Commission President Jean Claude] “Juncker 

formally warned Theresa May against including a date for the extension that 

is after European Parliamentary elections. Withdrawal has to be before 23 

May; otherwise we face institutional difficulties and legal uncertainty. Elections 

have to be held if extension is after May 23,” said MargaritisSchinas, the 

European Commission’s chief spokesperson.

“A short extension will be possible but it will be conditional on a positive 

vote on the withdrawal agreement in the House of Commons,” Mr. Tusk said, 

as he briefly stepped out of talks with EU leaders, ahead of a meeting of 
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the European Council   at which the request for an extension is set to be 

discussed. While the suggestion of June 30 had its merits, it creates a “series 

of questions of a legal and political nature,” he said. “Leaders will discuss 

this tomorrow.”

During a heated session of Prime Ministers Questions, a defiant Ms. May 

had insisted that an extension that lasted longer than June 30 would require 

the U.K. to take part in EU parliamentary elections on May 23 (the new 

parliamentary session would open on July 2).

‘Unacceptable idea’

“I do not believe such elections would be in anyone’s interest. The idea that 

three years after voting to leave the EU they should be asked to elect a new 

set of MEPs [Members of European Parliament] would be unacceptable…

This is the point the House has the decision to take as to what it wants the 

future to be…”

Labour leader Jeremy Corbyn slammed the government’s “incompetence, 

failure and intransigence”, and warned that the U.K. was in a “national crisis” 

and called for Ms. May to hold talks with the Labour party to find a route 

forward.

In the letter to Mr. Tusk, Ms. May asked the European Council to approve the 

supplementary documents outlining legally binding changes to the withdrawal 

deal that were agreed between Ms. May and European Commission President 

Juncker earlier this month.

She said this would enable the government to confirm changes to their 

proposition to Parliament, while they also intended to put further proposals to 

confirm previous commitments to protect the internal market given concerns 

about the backstop.

These additions would allow the government to bring the deal to Parliament 

again next week, and she was “confident” that Parliament would ratify the 
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deal. “While we will consult with the Opposition in the usual way to plan the 

passage of the Bill quickly and smoothly as possible, the timetable for this is 

inevitably uncertain at this stage,” she wrote, asking for the extension.

Mr. Tusk said he was inclined to recommend the request relating to the 

approval of the supplementary documents as they could help the ratification 

process in the U.K. Were EU leaders to agree to a conditional extension, and 

were the withdrawal to be approved by the U.K. parliament next week, the 

extension could potentially be granted without a further meeting of the EU 

Council though one could be held if necessary.

“Even if the hope for final success may seem frail, even illusory and although 

Brexit fatigue is increasingly visible and justified we cannot give up seeking 

till the very last moment a positive solution,” Mr. Tusk said.

Italy signs new ‘Silk Road’ protocol with China
Italy   signed a “non-binding” protocol with China to take part in Beijing’s new 

“Silk Road” of transport and trade links stretching from Asia to Europe.

In doing so, Italy became the first G7 country to sign up for the massive 

project which has sparked unease in the U.S. and the European Union (EU) 

as China aspires to a greater world role.

Visiting Chinese President Xi Jinping and Italian Prime Minister Giuseppe 

Conte both attended a ceremony for the signing of 29 Memoranda of 

Understanding which Italian media said were worth €5 billion-€7 billion. Also 

signing the accords were the chairman of China’s chairman of the National 

Development Commission He Lifeng and Italian Deputy Prime Minister and 

Minister of Economic Development Luigi Di Maio.

Italian financial daily Il Sole 24 Ore said the value of the Chinese investments 

could rise to €20 billion but would for now be limited to the strategic ports of 

Genoa and Trieste.
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Red-carpet welcome

Italy has rolled out the red carpet for Mr. Xi, who   sought to allay Western 

unease over his transformational infrastructure initiative by emphasising the 

$1 trillion project’s mutual benefits.

The accords also foresee the opening up of the Chinese market for Italian 

oranges as well as a partnership for Chinese tourism giant Ctrip, notably with 

Rome’s airports.

Cultural tie-ups including town twinnings are also on the agenda while Beijing is 

pushing to have several Serie A football matches played in China — although 

that would currently contravene regulations of the game’s governing body 

FIFA.

In what some perceived as a snub, Italy’s far-right Deputy Prime Minister 

Matteo Salvini did not attend Friday’s state dinner for Mr. Xi at Mattarella’s 

Quirinal Palace, having stated that Italy would be “no-one’s colony.” Mr. Salvini 

has notably urged caution about using Chinese telecom giant Huawei’s next 

generation 5G mobile technologies, whereas coalition partner Luigi Di Maio 

is keener for Chinese partnerships.

Initials hurdle hits PAN-Aadhaar link
“This has been a major pain for me..., ” B. Rangarajan, a lawyer in Bangaluru, 

said. “It is affecting my entire family, and I have heard the same problem from 

many of my friends. My name in my Aadhaar and passport is with the first 

name abbreviated. In the PAN, the full name is given. Every time I try to link 

the two, it gives me an error message, saying it cannot be done because of 

a name mismatch,” he said.

No plan for upgrade

Income tax officials have said the changes will have to be made in the other 

identity documents. “There are no plans as yet to upgrade our systems to 
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allow abbreviations,” the official said. “It is a sensitive issue since a person’s 

PAN records are extremely important for us to track him over time. The only 

way is for people to change their names on Aadhaar to reflect what is in PAN. 

They will have no problems linking them then.”

Those facing the problem have said this is a sub-optimal solution because 

it will lead to a name mismatch in key identity documents such as Aadhaar 

and passport. “My PAN is provided only once a year to the government, but 

passport is used much more regularly since I have to travel for work,” S.T. 

Sundarashekharan, a doctor in Chennai, said. “What sense does it make for 

me to change the name on the more frequently used documents than the 

one I barely use? What use is all this digital push and what not if I must still 

do manual changes?”

Pulwama: India to seek U.S. virtual SIM details
A request will be sent to the U.S. for details from a service provider of “virtual 

SIMs,” which were used by the suicide bomber of the Jaish-e-Mohammad 

behind the Pulwama attack and his Pakistan and Kashmir handlers, officials 

said.

Piecing together the probe from the site, searches carried out by the Jammu 

and Kashmir police and Central security agencies at an encounter site in 

Tral as well as other locations, it was found that the bomber, Adil Dar, was in 

constant touch with his JeM handler across the border using this technology, 

they said.

The main mastermind, Mudassir Khan, was killed in the Tral gunfight.

Forty soldiers were killed on February 14 when Dar rammed his explosives-

laden vehicle into a CRPF bus at Pulwama. India retaliated, bombing the 

Jaish hideout in Pakistan’s Balakot. It was a new method for terrorists across 

the border to use a “virtual SIM,” generated by a service provider in the 
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U.S.

Adil Dar was in constant touch with his Jaish-e-Mohammad handler across the 

border and the mastermind Mudassir Khan using the virtual SIM technology, 

officials said.

Under the method, the computer generates a telephone number and the user 

downloads an application of the service provider on his smartphone. The 

number is linked to social networking sites. The verification code generated 

by these networking sites is received on the smartphone, and the user is 

ready.

China destroys maps showing ‘wrong’ border
China has destroyed 30,000 world maps printed in the country for export 

for not mentioning Arunachal Pradesh and Taiwan as part of the Chinese 

territory, the official media reported.

China claims Arunachal Pradesh as part of south Tibet, and routinely objects 

to Indian leaders visiting the State to highlight its stand. The two countries 

have so far held 21 rounds of talks to resolve the border dispute covering the 

3,488-km-long Line of Actual Control.

The maps were meant for export to an “unspecified country”, state-run Global 

Times reported  . Almost 30,000 “incorrect” world maps, showing Taiwan 

as a separate country and wrong depiction of the Sino-Indian border, were 

destroyed by the customs authorities in Qingdao in eastern Shandong 

province, it said.

India in pact to ease U.S. firms’ compliance
India and the U.S. signed an inter-government agreement for the automatic 

exchange of country-by-country (CbC) reports, which will reduce the 
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compliance burden for Indian subsidiary companies of U.S. parent companies. 

This is a key step in making India compliant with the Base Erosion and Profit 

Shifting (BEPS) project, of which it is an active participant.

“This Agreement for Exchange of CbC Reports, along with the Bilateral 

Competent Authority Arrangement between the two competent authorities, 

will enable both the countries to automatically exchange CbC reports filed 

by the ultimate parent entities of multinational enterprises (MNE) in the 

respective jurisdictions, pertaining to the years commencing on or after 

January 1, 2016,” the government said in a release.

The Base Erosion and Profit Shifting (BEPS) Action Plan adopted by the 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) and 

G20 countries in 2013 recognised that the way forward to mitigate risk from 

base erosion and profit shifting was to enhance transparency. Against this 

background, a template was released in 2014, which outlined how MNEs 

could report the required information for each tax jurisdiction in which they 

do business. These are called the country-by-country reports.

MNEs are also required to identify each entity within the group doing business 

in a particular tax jurisdiction, and to provide information about the business 

activities each entity conducts. This information is to be made available to 

the tax authorities in all jurisdictions in which the MNE operates. This was 

seen as placing a huge compliance burden on the subsidiary companies of 

these MNEs.

“It [the inter-governmental agreement] would also obviate the need for Indian 

subsidiary companies of U.S. MNEs to do local filing of the CbC reports, 

thereby reducing the compliance burden,” the government release added.

“The much awaited India-U.S. agreement for exchange of CbC information 

has been signed,” Vijay Iyer, national leader, Transfer Pricing at EY India 

said. “It’s a huge respite for subsidiaries of U.S. head-quartered companies. 

The signing of the agreement further revalidates the keen willingness of 
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Indian and U.S. tax authorities to engage and amicably resolve issues for 

taxpayers.”

Base erosion and profit shifting refers to the activities of multinational 

corporations to shift their profits from high tax jurisdictions to lower tax 

jurisdiction, thereby eroding the tax base of the high tax jurisdictions and 

depriving them of tax revenue. In order to combat this, many countries 

entered into agreements to share tax information with each other to enhance 

transparency and make such profit shifting that much harder.

India reassures global community after test
India   assured the world that it did not violate any international treaty or 

understanding with the anti-satellite (A-SAT) missile testing of Wednesday.

The Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) said India believes in peaceful use of 

the common outer space that belongs to humanity. “India is not in violation of 

any international law or treaty to which it is a party or any national obligation,” 

stated the MEA, answering a set of questions after DRDO scientists carried 

out an A-SAT test.

The Ministry said the A-SAT test was not directed against any country and 

that India plans to play a role in future in drafting global laws on prevention 

of arms race in outer space.. MEA reiterated India’s support of Prevention of 

an Arms Race in Outer Space (PAROS) in the Conference on Disarmament 

“where it has been on the agenda since 1982.”

India despatches fourth ship to Mozambique with aid
The Indian Navy has dispatched a fourth ship to Mozambique hit by tropical 

cyclone Idai to assist in disaster relief.

“INS Magar, an amphibious warfare vessel, departed Mumbai for Port B e ira 

in Mozambique with essential relief material for the cyclone ravaged areas,” 
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the Navy said in a statement.

The warship is carrying 300 tonnes of relief supplies, including essential 

medicines, anti-epidemic drugs, food provisions, clothing, repair and 

rehabilitation equipment, and temporary shelters. The ship also has a Chetak 

naval light utility helicopter that will be used in the ongoing relief operations.

INS Magar is bound for Port Beira and will join INS 

Sujata , Shardul and Sarathithat are already operating there for over 10 

days. The three ships were on deployment off Mauritius coast before they 

were diverted on the request of the government of Mozambique.

The Indian Navy was the first responder to reach Mozambique, which has 

been devastated by the cyclone.

The Navy has set up three medical camps at Port Beira, Gaura-Gaurathe 

Island and Matadoura School, Imnhamizua. A community kitchen was also 

set up and kept open around the clock.

India fears misuse of Kartarpur corridor
A senior government official said   that reports had surfaced about the 

association of anti-India elements with the Kartarpur Corridor such as Bison 

Singh, Kuljit Singh, Maninder Singh, and others.

On the role of Gopal Singh Chawla, aide of terrorist Hafiz Saeed, in the 

managing committee of the Kartarpur Sahib Corridor, as announced by 

Pakistan, the official said this raised concerns about the misuse of the corridor 

for anti-India activities.”

Asked if specific cases registered against Mr. Chawla, were shared with 

the Pakistani authorities, the official said, “I am not aware of any such 

case or FIR but the information is available in open source and available 

with you (media). We have not been given names of the committee, their 

foreign minister announced it….when they are associated with Kartarpur, our 
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concerns arise.”

The official said that to expedite the infrastructure development for the 

corridor, India has proposed to hold another meeting of technical experts in 

mid-April to resolve outstanding issues at the “zero point.”

“In the last meeting, we had asked the corridor to be open seven days a 

week. Punjab itself has more than three crore population, people from across 

India would like to visit the shrine. There was a gap in number of pilgrims to 

be allowed; they cited infrastructural constraints and insisted on movement 

in groups, they did not agree on OCI card holders to be allowed this facility,” 

said the official.

New group to monitor terror sympathisers
To take action against “hard core sympathisers amongst government 

employees, including teachers, who are providing covert or overt support” 

to terror-related activities, the Ministry of Home Affairs has formed a Terror 

Monitoring Group (TMG).

The Friday’s order by T. Sreekanth, Director of Jammu and Kashmir department 

in the MHA, says that in order to ensure synergised and concerted action 

against terror financing and other related activities in Jammu and Kashmir, 

a multi-disciplinary monitoring group comprising eight members has been 

constituted.

The TMG has to take coordinated action in all registered cases that relate 

to terror financing and terror-related activities and bring them to logical 

conclusion. The group will meet on a weekly basis.

Iran seeks improved trade ties with India amid sanctions
Amid U.S. sanctions, Iran is exploring ways to increase its bilateral trade with 

India, including expanding banking channels.
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“Only one bank (UCO Bank) has business relationship with Iran. We need 

to expand that,” said Hamid Reza Fouladgar, head of the seven-member 

Parliamentary delegation from Iran that is visiting India to improve bilateral 

ties.

“There is need to sign free trade agreements with India to reduce customs 

and tariffs on both sides to improve bilateral trade,” he added.

“The volume of trade between Iran and India stands between $10 billion and 

$13 billion, which has tremendous potential for improvement.

“The Iranian Parliament recently ratified an agreement to avoid double 

taxation between Iran and India,” he said.

Talking about U.S. sanctions, Mr. Fouladgar said, “We are paying the price 

for our freedom in the form of restrictions and sanctions. This is in spite of 

the fact that we have fulfilled all our commitments towards the nuclear deal. 

However, the U.S. continues not to fulfil its commitment.

“The IAEA [International Atomic Energy Agency] had inspected our facilities 

14 times and agreed that Iran had fulfilled all its commitments towards the 

nuclear deal but the U.S. is now putting pressure on Iran in the name of 

human rights violations.”

Chabahar Port

Early this year, India had taken over operations of the strategic Chabahar in 

Iran opening a new strategic route connecting Iran, India, and Afghanistan, 

bypassing Pakistan.

“The Chabahar Port will be helpful for India to access central and west Asia. 

With Chabahar Port, India and Iran can start luxury ships for tourism, which 

will take 72 hours. It’s a very inexpensive route compared to [doing it by air]. 

Chabahar is connected to Tehran through rail. There is a plan to introduce a 

special tourist train throughout Iran,” Mr. Fouladgar added.

To boost tourism, Iran had started offering stapled visas and e-visas to 

Indians.
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Australia to toughen laws on social media
Australia pledged   to introduce new laws that could see social media 

executives jailed and tech giants fined billions for failing to remove extremist 

material from their platforms.

The tough new legislation will be brought to Parliament next week as Canberra 

pushes for social media companies to prevent their platforms from being 

“weaponised” by terrorists in the wake of the Christchurch mosque attacks.

Facebook said it “quickly” removed a staggering 1.5 million videos of the 

white supremacist massacre livestreamed on the social media platform.

A 17-minute video of the March 15 rampage that claimed the lives of 50 people 

was widely available online and experts said it was easily retrievable several 

hours after the attack. “Big social media companies have a responsibility 

to take every possible action to ensure their technology products are not 

exploited by murderous terrorists,” Prime Minister Scott Morrison said in a 

statement.

Mr. Morrison, who met with a number of tech firms   said Australia would 

encourage other G20 nations to hold social media firms to account. Attorney-

General Christian Porter said the new laws would make it a criminal offence 

for platforms not to “expeditiously” take down “abhorrent violent material” 

like terror attacks, murder or rape. Executives could face up to three years in 

prison for failing to do so, he added, while social media platforms would face 

fines of up to 10% of their annual turnover.

“Mainstream media that broadcast such material would be putting their licence 

at risk and there is no reason why social media platforms should be treated 

any differently,” Mr. Porter said. The government was so far “underwhelmed” 

by the response from tech giants at their Tuesday meeting with Mr. Morrison, 

Communications Minister Mitch Fifield told reporters Saturday.
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Order on surveillance meant to protect privacy, govt. tells SC
The Centre told the Supreme Court   that its December 20, 2018 notification 

allowing 10 central agencies to snoop on people is in fact a measure to protect 

citizens’ privacy.

The government was responding to a PIL filed by advocate M.L. Sharma, 

challenging the December 20 notification as a violation of the fundamental 

right to privacy.

The order allows central agencies, from the Intelligence Bureau to the Central 

Board of Direct Taxes to the Cabinet Secretariat (RAW) to the Commissioner 

of Delhi Police, to intercept, monitor and de-crypt “any information” generated, 

transmitted, received or stored in “any computer resource”.

The order is based on Section 69 (1) of the Information Technology Act of 

2000 and Rule 4 of the Information Technology 2009 Rules (Procedure and 

Safeguards for Interception, Monitoring and Decryption of Information) Rules, 

2009.

Turning the argument on its head, the Centre said the order, in fact, limits the 

power of surveillance to these 10 central agencies and none other.

“What has been done under the December 20 order is in fact restricting 

the exercise of powers, removing a possible vagueness and specifying the 

agencies/organisations who only would have the powers to utilise the powers 

of section 69 of the Act,” the Centre said.

‘Restricted powers’

It said the very purpose of the December 20 order is to ensure that surveillance 

is done as per due process of law; that any interception, monitoring, decryption 

of computer resource is done only by authorised agencies and with approval 

of competent authority; to prevent unauthorised use of these powers by any 

agency, individual or intermediary so that the right to privacy of citizen is not 

violated.

The government said surveillance is necessary “in the modern world where 
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modern tools of information communication, including encryption, is used”. 

Surveillance is done only in the defence of India, to maintain public order, 

etc.

“There is no blanket permission to any agency,” the government explained. 

Permission for surveillance needs to be got from the Union Home Secretary. 

Besides, the law mandates the Centre and States to constitute a review 

committee with the Cabinet Secretary.

The affidavit explained how there are “grave threats to the country from 

terrorism, radicalisation, cross border terrorism, cyber-crime, drug cartels”, 

and these cannot be ignored or under-stated. There is a need for “speedy 

collection of actionable intelligence” to counter threat to national interests.

“It is therefore imperative that requests for lawful interception or monitoring 

must be dealt with by the executive authority to maintain speed in taking 

decisions. A well laid down procedure for oversight by a panel headed by the 

Cabinet secretary doubtlessly ensures that provisions of law, rules and SOP 

are adhered to,” the Centre said in its counter-affidavit.

How an Israeli craft seeks to capture the moon
With less of a fuss than I might have expected, a remarkable competition 

ended last year. The interesting thing about it? There was no winner. In fact, 

the competition ended precisely because there was no longer a chance that 

there could be a winner.

Perhaps you know that I’m referring to the Google Lunar X Prize competition. 

It was intended as a catalyst for private space exploration, as opposed to 

efforts by national agencies like Isro or Nasa. Specifically, the challenge was 

to land a rover on the moon, have it travel 500m and send home images and 

video. The first privately funded team that could do this by 31 March 2018—a 

deadline that had been extended twice—would win the prize, $30 million.
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Several teams from around the world entered the competition. In early 2017, 

five finalists were announced: among them, Team Indus from Bengaluru. But 

in January 2018, the competition was shut down because none of these five 

would be able to meet the 31 March launch deadline.

Competition or not, some of the teams decided to keep their efforts going. 

Two of those are Team Indus and SpaceIL from Israel—and on 21 February, 

SpaceIL’s moon lander shot into space atop a Space X Falcon 9 rocket. So 

if all goes well, SpaceIL’s craft, Beresheet (Hebrew for “genesis” or “in the 

beginning”), will soon land on the moon.

Though what’s interesting is what “soon” means here. In 1969, the USA’s 

Apollo 11 took about four days—launch to landing—to reach the moon. In 

1970, the USSR’s Luna 17 landed there about a week after taking off. In 

2013, China’s Chang’e 3 took five days to reach and settle into orbit around 

the moon, and landed a week later. Beresheet, by contrast, will only attempt 

to land on the moon on 11 April, nearly two months after blasting off. So while 

the moon is just over 350,000km away when it is closest to us, by the time 

Beresheet lands there, it will have travelled about 6.5 million km.

Why so long, and what will Beresheet be doing for all those weeks?

One reason for the long travel time is that Beresheet shared its ride into 

space with an Indonesian satellite and an experimental American craft. This 

is space exploration Uber Pool-style, then, which is also how SpaceIL’s 

co-founder Yonatan Winetraub described it just before the launch. The big 

advantage: it costs significantly less than a dedicated rocket would—and 

especially for a small private effort, price matters a great deal. The downside 

is that while a dedicated rocket might have set Beresheet directly on course 

for the moon, this Falcon 9 launch only put Beresheet into orbit around the 

earth, like it did the two ride-sharers.

What happens after that, so that Beresheet can take its shot at the moon, is 

up to SpaceIL’s engineers.
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Yet mathematically, that’s a particularly interesting part of this exercise. For 

there are plenty of objects—the International Space Station (ISS), satellites 

and assorted space junk—that orbit the earth all the time. None of them are 

going to shoot for the moon.

What makes Beresheet different, even as it orbits the earth for several 

weeks? The difference is that Beresheet’s orbits will get steadily wider, and 

that’s entirely by design.

To understand this, think of something we’ve all done as kids—tie a stone to 

a string and whirl it around our heads. If you hold the string tight and keep 

up the whirling, the stone will keep going round and round indefinitely at the 

same speed. Though you’ll agree that you have to keep up the whirling; stop, 

and the stone will slow and drop down.

Now imagine that at one point in each pass around your head, you let the 

string out a little, and then pull it back in later. When you let the string out, 

the stone moves further away and slows down; when you pull it back in, it 

moves back towards you and speeds up. You need to be careful not to let 

out too much string or again, the stone will slow so much that it drops down. 

If you don’t want this to happen, you’ll have to speed up your whirling each 

time you let string out.

This is a passable model of what will happen with Beresheet. Gravity keeps it 

in orbit, as it does every other object that whirls around the earth, acting like 

the string you’ve tied to your stone. But that’s where the parallel to satellites 

and the ISS ends. With each orbit, Beresheet will fire its engine, which sends 

it sailing just a bit further from our planet than on its previous orbit. Then 

it swings back towards the earth, picking up speed as it approaches and 

circles us. Fire the engine again and… well, as you can imagine, this process 

results in ever-larger orbits.

In effect, Beresheet uses the earth’s gravity as a slingshot, building up 
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speed and increasing its distance from the earth with each orbit. Our own 

Mangalyaan did much the same a few years ago, as I explained in my column 

“Mars, here we are”. Eventually, Mangalyaan’s orbits got so elongated that it 

could effectively escape earth’s gravity and set a course for Mars. Over the 

next three weeks, Beresheet’s orbit will elongate similarly, until it spans close 

to 400,000km.

When that happens, the orbit will have ranged past the moon. That is, the 

expansion of Beresheet’s orbits has been calculated precisely so that it will 

intercept the moon at a particular convenient time about three weeks from 

now. The precision is necessary because the moon has an elliptical orbit 

which takes it from a low of about 350,000km to a high of about 410,000km 

from us. So it makes sense to plan this encounter with the moon for the point 

in its orbit when it is closest to us. As you read this on 1 March, the moon is 

about 400,000km away; on 20 March, it will have swung substantially closer, 

to just 359,000km away.

Aside: If you remember, there was mention of a “supermoon” on 19 February 

— because on that day, the moon was under 357,000km away, its closest 

approach till 2024. Beresheet did not launch in time to take advantage of that 

proximity, which is why it is shooting for 20 March.

What will begin on 20 March is, as Beresheet’s Israeli team describes it, the 

process of “lunar capture”. I like the bravado of that term, the very vision of 

a tiny spacecraft “capturing” a gigantic rock out there in space. Of course it’s 

more accurately described as a “Beresheet capture”, because it is Beresheet 

that will eventually start orbiting the moon. Then again, we would say that 

only because Beresheet is much smaller than the moon. In truth, when we 

think of one object orbiting a second, we might equally well describe the 

phenomenon as the second object orbiting the first, whatever their sizes are. 

So “lunar capture” fits after all.

So on 20 March, Beresheet will fly beyond the moon on its elongated earth 
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orbit. By then, the craft will feel the moon’s gravity more strongly than the 

earth’s, and so we can say its lunar capture is effectively underway. By 4 

April, it will be in a tight orbit around the moon. A week later, on 11 April, 

Beresheet will actually attempt to land on the moon, an exercise that should 

take about 20 nerve-wracking minutes. Not least because it will be in free-fall 

for the final few metres. If it does successfully land, it will be the first privately 

funded spacecraft—and Israel just the fourth country—to achieve that feat.

Once on moon ground, Beresheet will seek to learn something about our 

neighbour’s magnetic field. Moon rocks that the Apollo missions brought back 

were magnetized: how did that come about? An interesting puzzle, but really, 

everything about this effort is impressive. You could even say the length of 

the mission showcases exactly that. For as we follow the little spacecraft’s 

convoluted path to the moon, we actually see all the required science and 

mathematics turn into reality: the orbits, the capture, all of it.

And that’s probably why another of SpaceIL’s co-founders, Kfir Damari, said 

this about their mission: “Our goal is to show (children) that (space flight 

is) not magic—it’s something they can understand. If they can understand 

that, and if they can meet engineers and hear their story and see that they 

come from all different kinds of backgrounds, they can understand that they 

themselves can be those who will build the next spacecraft.”

Beresheet won’t be bringing back moon rocks—in fact, it won’t be returning 

to earth at all. But what it stimulates here on earth might be even more 

valuable than rocks.

Crop burning raises risk of respiratory illness threefold, says 
IFPRI study
The burning of agricultural residue — a contributor to north India’s winter 

pollution — increases the risk of respiratory illnesses threefold for those 
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who experience it. It may also be responsible for an annual $30 billion 

(approximately Rs. 2 trillion) loss in terms of days of work lost in States 

affected by crop burning, according to a study by the International Food 

Policy Research Institute (IFPRI).

Health records

The findings were based on a study of the health records of 250,000 people in 

Haryana (which sees a spike in crop burning episodes in winter), and Andhra 

Pradesh and Tamil Nadu, which don’t see similar burning episodes. The study 

is to appear in the peer-reviewed International Journal of Epidemiology.

The researchers used health records and satellite data from September 2013-

February 2014. The satellite data was for crop-burning fires detected by the 

Moderate-Resolution Imaging Spectroradiometer (MODIS) Terra satellite, 

managed by the National Aeronautics Space Administration (NASA).

“We found that living in an area where crop burning is practised was a leading 

risk factor for respiratory disease in northern India. Whereas the total burden 

of diseases from air pollution declined between 1990 and 2016 due to efforts 

to reduce the burning of solid fuel for household use, outdoor air pollution 

increased by 16.6%,” the researchers said in a statement.

‘Absent in South’

In Haryana, 5.4% of surveyed individuals reported suffering from ARI (Acute 

Respiratory Infection) whereas the reported ARI symptoms in southern States 

was only 0.1%.

Among those who reported suffering from ARI, 83% also reported receiving 

treatment for ARI at a private or public medical facility.

Whereas high-intensity fire exposure was virtually absent in south India, 

17.5% of individuals in Haryana lived in a district where 100 or more fires per 

day were observed by the satellite.

Living in a district that saw 100 fires a day was the “leading risk factor” 

for ARI. These trumped factors such as cracker burning in Diwali, being a 
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child below 5 years of age and, living in a district with high motor vehicle 

congestion. The study was co-authored by IFPRI’s Dr. Samuel Scott and 

Dr.Avinash Kishore; CGIAR Research Program on Agriculture for Nutrition 

and Health’s Dr.Devesh Roy; University of Washington’s Suman Chakrabarti; 

and Oklahoma State University’s Md. Tajuddin Khan.

‘First victims’

“Our study shows that it is not only the residents of Delhi, but also women, 

children and men of rural Haryana who are the first victims of crop residue 

burning. Much of the public discussion on the ill-effects of crop residue burning 

ignores this immediately affected vulnerable population,” said Dr. Kishore.

For about a decade now, Delhi has been complaining about the practice 

of stubble burning, holding it responsible for the abysmal air quality in the 

capital in winter.

‘Zero tolerance’

In 2013, the National Green Tribunal (NGT) issued a directive to Punjab, 

Haryana and Uttar Pradesh, asking them to ban stubble burning.

The Environment Ministers of these States as well as top officials at the 

Centre declared a “zero tolerance” policy on the burning of stubble, which 

has been estimated to contribute anywhere from 7% to 78% of the particulate 

matter-emission load in Delhi during winter.

India to tie-up with 4 nations to save rhinos
India will collaborate with Bhutan, Nepal, Indonesia and Malaysia to increase 

the population of three species of Asian rhinos, including the Greater one-

horned rhinoceros found in the Indian sub-continent. The five rhino range 

nations signed a declaration ‘The New Delhi Declaration on Asian Rhinos 

2019’ for the conservation and protection of the species at the recently held 

Second Asian Rhino Range Countries meeting here.
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During the meet, Union Environment Minister Harsh Vardhan affirmed India’s 

commitment towards rhino conservation.

The declaration was signed to conserve and review the population of the 

Greater one-horned, Javan and Sumatran rhinos every four years to reassess 

the need for joint actions to secure their future.

“The national strategy will pave the path for long-term conservation of the 

Greater one-horned rhinos in India,” Mr. Vardhan said.

The declaration includes undertaking studies on health issues of the 

rhinos, their potential diseases and taking necessary steps; collaborating 

and strengthening wildlife forensics and strengthening of transboundary 

collaboration among India, Nepal and Bhutan for conservation of the Greater 

one-horned rhino.

Fifteen of the 20 most polluted cities in the world are in India
Fifteen of the top 20 most polluted cities in the world are located in India, 

according to an analysis of air quality in several cities around the world.

Gurugram, in Haryana, topped the list with an average annual particulate 

matter (PM 2.5) quality of 135 micrograms/cubic metre, in 2018. Delhi — a 

frequent fixture on global pollution hotspots — was only the 11th most noxious 

city behind Lahore, Pakistan (10th) and Hotan, China (8th). The other cities 

in India that made the list of 20 were Ghaziabad, Faridabad, Bhiwadi, Noida, 

Patna, Lucknow, Jodhpur, Muzaffarpur, Varanasi, Moradabad, Agra, Gaya 

and Jind.

When ranked by country, Bangladesh emerged as the most polluted followed 

by Pakistan and India respectively.

Of the cities analysed, 64% exceeded the WHO’s annual exposure guideline 

(10 micrograms/cubic metre) for fine particulate matter, also known as PM2.5. 

India’s annual guidelines range from 40-60 g/m3, depending on whether they 
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are residential or industrial areas.

Every single one of measured cities with data in the Middle East and Africa 

exceeded the WHO guideline, while 99% of cities in South Asia, 95% of cities 

in Southeast Asia and 89% of cities in East Asia breached this level.

The ranking — a one of its kind study that relies on ground-based sensors 

located in 3,000 cities from 73 countries — was compiled by IQAir 

Group, a manufacturer of air-monitoring sensors as well as purifiers and 

environmentalist group Greenpeace.

Pollution hubs

Jakarta and Hanoi emerged as Southeast Asia’s two most polluted cities and 

average concentrations in the cities in China fell by 12% from 2017 to 2018. 

Beijing ranks now as the 122nd most polluted city in the world in 2018 and 

China, the 12th most polluted country in the world. Of the countries analysed, 

Iceland emerged as the one with the cleanest air.

Ministry plugs loophole that allowed plastic waste import
The government has plugged a loophole that allowed the import of plastic 

waste into India for processing.

“…Solid plastic waste has been prohibited from import into the country 

including in Special Economic Zones (SEZ) and by Export Oriented Units 

(EOU),” the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEFCC) 

Environment Ministry said in an order made public  . The change in law was 

part of the Hazardous and Other Wastes (Management & Transboundary 

Movement) Amendment Rules, 2019.

The Hindu had reported on January 21 that India, in spite of having a significant 

plastic pollution load of its own, and a ban on plastic waste imports, imported 

PET bottles from abroad for processing in Special Economic Zones (SEZ).

The influx of PET bottles has quadrupled from 2017 to 2018, the Delhi-based 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

environmentalist organisation, PanditDeendayalUpadhyaySmritiManch 

(PDUSM) had pointed out in January.

“Indian firms are importing plastic scrap from China, Italy, Japan and Malawi 

for recycling and the imports of PET bottle scrap & flakes has increased from 

12,000 tonnes in FY 16-17 to 48,000 tonnes in FY 17-18 growing @ 290%. 

India has already imported 25,000 MT in the first 3 months of FY 18-19,” a 

note by the organisation revealed.

India consumes about 13 million tonnes of plastic and recycles only about 4 

million tonnes. To incentivise domestic plastic recycling units, the government 

had banned the import of plastic waste, particularly PET bottles, in 2015. In 

2016, an amendment allowed such imports as long as they were carried out 

by agencies situated in SEZs.

A senior MoEFCC official had told The Hindu that while the Ministry couldn’t 

vouch for whether such plastic imports had quadrupled, it was true that the 

imports had “substantially increased” and action was being contemplated.

Lack of an efficient waste collection and segregation system is the root cause 

for much of the plastic not making to recycling centres.

Wind energy capacity expansion to slow in next five years: 
Crisil
Capacity addition in the wind energy sector will slow down over fiscal 2019 

to 2023, with only 14-16 GW being added due to a decline in bid responses 

and profitability of original equipment manufacturers, according to a report by 

Crisil.

“Crisil Research expects capacity addition to grow slowly over the next five 

years, driven by the allotment of central transmission utility’s (CTU) grid 

connected capacities,” Crisil said in the report.

“The shift to a competitive bidding mechanism has slowed industry growth 
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due to a significant fall in tariffs, triggering a decline in both bid response and 

profitability for original equipment manufacturers (OEMs).”

The shift to a competitive bidding mechanism in the wind energy sector has 

resulted in tariffs falling to Rs. 2.4-2.6 per unit, from Rs. 4-4.5 per unit under 

the feed-in tariff regime.

According to Crisil, such low realisations are unviable for the entire value 

chain at current capital costs of Rs. 6.8-7.2 crore per MW.

“Crisil Research expects capacity addition of 14-16 GW over fiscal 2019 to 

2023, entailing investments of about Rs. 1,10,000 crore,” Crisil said in the 

report.

“Capacity additions will primarily be driven by central government allocations 

with relatively stronger counterparties such as Solar Energy Corporation of 

India (SECI) and PTC India, reducing risk compared with direct exposure to 

state discoms.”

State auctioning; on the other hand, has slowed as several States have signed 

power supply agreements (PSAs) with PTC and SECI to procure wind power 

under the schemes auctioned by them, to help fulfill their non-solar renewable 

purchase obligations (RPO) targets, according to Crisil Research.

Large hydro projects get ‘renewable energy’ status
The Union Cabinet   approved a new hydroelectric policy aimed at boosting 

the sector; including according large hydro projects the status of renewable 

energy projects.

According to the new policy, large hydro projects will also be designated as 

renewable energy projects. So far, only smaller projects of less than 25 MW 

in capacity were categorised as renewable energy.

With the removal of this distinction, large hydro projects will be included as a 

separate category under the non-solar renewable purchase obligation policy. 
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Under this policy, power purchasers will have to source a portion of electricity 

from large hydro projects.

“The hydro policy was in the works for a long time,” Power and Renewable 

Energy Minister R.K. Singh said.

He also said the new policy had increased the debt repayment period for 

hydro projects to 18 years from the current 12 years with the provision to 

introduce an escalating tariff of 2%.

Supreme Court warns Haryana on damage to Aravalli range
The Supreme Court   cautioned the Haryana government against doing 

“anything” to harm the ecologically fragile Aravalli range.

A Bench, led by Justice Arun Mishra, was responding to a submission by 

Solicitor General Tushar Mehta that he would prove that the State has not 

introduced amendments in the Punjab Land Preservation Act (PLPA), 1900, 

in order to give a leeway to illegal mining or builders.

Liable for contempt

“We are concerned with Aravalli. If you are doing anything with Aravalli or 

Kant Enclave (where the top court had ordered demolition of buildings due 

to illegal constructions in forest area) you will be in trouble. If you are doing 

anything with forest, you will be in trouble. We are telling you,” the bench told 

Mr. Mehta.

On March 1, the court had threatened the Haryana government with contempt 

if it went ahead with the amendments virtually allowing massive scale of 

construction in the Aravalli Hills.

The court had said the amendments pull the carpet from under a series 

orders passed by the Supreme Court over the years to protect the Aravalli 

and Shivalik ranges from builders and indiscriminate mining.

The court had pointed out how the once-lush Aravalli region was devastated 
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after years of indiscriminate and illegal mining. “The entire Aravalli area is 

devastated and entire flora and fauna there has gone,” the court had said in 

a hearing on February 4.

In October last, the court had expressed shock over 31 “vanished” hills in the 

Aravallis and had asked Rajasthan to stop illegal mining in 115.34-hectare 

area.

Cancer drugs 87% cheaper after trade margin cap
After the trade margin on 42 anti-cancer drugs was capped to 30%, prices of 

nearly 390 cancer medications have fallen by 87%. The new MRPs came into 

effect from Friday.

The National Pharmaceutical Pricing Authority (NPPA) has put out the list on 

390 drugs on their website.

“On 27 February, 2019, NPPA had put 42 anti-cancer drugs under the 30% 

trade margin cap. Manufacturers and hospitals were directed to convey 

revised MRP, to be effective from 8th March based on the Trade Margin (TM) 

formula; 390 brands i.e. 91% of the 426 brands reported by manufacturers, 

showed downward price movement,” a press statement said.

In support

The trade margin cap has been hailed by health activists and doctors.

According to NPPA, nearly 38 medicines show price reduction of 75% and 

above after the cap.

IIT-H’s device detects heart attack early
A low-cost, ultra-sensitive device that is capable of detecting the cardiac 

biomarker troponin T protein has been fabricated by a research team from 

the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Hyderabad. Troponin T is a cardiac 

protein that is released into the bloodstream after a heart attack.
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Unlike the commercially available test that can detect the protein at nanogram 

per ml concentration, this device can detect the protein at an extremely low 

concentration of femto gram per ml. This could help pave the way for early 

diagnosis of a heart attack, increasing a patient’s survival rate. It even has 

the potential to be able to predict the onset of a heart attack.

Cost-effective fabrication

Unlike electrodes that are available, it costs very little to fabricate this 

bioelectrode. This is because a commercially available substrate was used. 

Further, very little antibody was needed to coat the electrode.

The electrode was fabricated by depositing perovskite (zinc tin oxide) material 

electrochemically onto the substrate (indium tin oxide coated polyethylene 

terephthalate). Glassy carbon electrode coated with the same perovskite 

material was then used as a control. Perovskite increases the volume-to-

surface area of the electrode, thereby increasing its sensitivity.

The electrodes coated with perovskite were then functionalised to attract 

proteins. To increase the specificity of the electrode to bind only to the 

troponin T protein, the electrodes were decorated or coated with the troponin 

T antibody.

Test findings

The researchers added various concentrations of the biomarker (ranging 

from 1 femtogram per ml to 1 microgram per ml) to a buffer solution and 

measured the impedance (effective resistance in alternating current). Says 

Prof. Shiv Govind Singh from the Department of Electrical Engineering and 

corresponding author of a paper published in the journal Analytical Methods , 

“Compared with the current limit of detection, the bioelectrode was able to 

detect troponin T even when it is 10,000 times less in concentration.”

When the troponin antigen binds to the antibody present on the electrode, the 

impedance increases. Adds Prof. Singh, “As more and more biomarker binds 

to the antibody, there is increased impedance, which is what we measure.” 
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After some time, the electrode is saturated with the troponin protein, so no 

change in impedance is seen.

The researchers measured impedance using different concentrations of the 

protein. They plan to use these impedance values to know the concentration 

of the protein when testing actual blood samples. Says Prof. Singh, “We 

can measure the impedance in real time. And by using a machine learning 

algorithm, we can measure the concentration of the biomarker in the 

sample.”

To test the selectivity of the bioelectrode to bind to the biomarker, the 

researchers tested it on bovine serum albumin (BSA) and human serum 

albumin (HSA).

Says PattaSupraja from the Department of Electrical Engineering at IIT 

Hyderabad and first author of the paper, “Only a slight change in relative 

resistance was observed in the case of HSA and BSA as only a small amount 

of proteins [from HSA and BSA] bind to the bioelectrode. This is unlike 

troponin where more protein gets bound to the bioelectrode, leading to more 

impedance.”

She adds, “We then tested for interference by mixing the same amount of 

biomarker with either BSA or HSA. The sensor’s response was not adversely 

affected by either BSA or HSA.” The bioelectrode also showed consistent 

values when measurements were taken repeatedly using the same 

concentration of the biomarker.

Focus on miniaturisation

The team is now working on how to miniaturise the readout instrument. Says 

Prof. Singh, “We will soon be able to capture the signal using a circuit the size 

of a chip. This will be connected to [a] mobile phone with an app that has a 

machine learning algorithm for quantification of the troponin biomarker.” He 

adds, “We will have the prototype ready in six months to one year.”
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Belle II: Chasing cousinly rivalry at the subatomic level
Belle II, a particle accelerator experiment located in Tsukuba, Japan, is a 

unique facility in the world. Here, electrons and positrons (anti-electrons) 

collide to produce B mesons in order to study the breakdown of symmetry in 

these decays. As an international collaboration involving 26 countries, Belle 

II has an Indian link -- a team led by physicists and engineers from the Tata 

Institute of Fundamental Research, Mumbai, have built the fourth layer of the 

vertex detector.

The focus at Belle II is on B-mesons — particles that contain the B-quark, 

also known as the beauty or bottom quark. Says Tom Browder from the 

University of Hawaii who is also the spokesperson for Belle II, “In particular, 

we focus on the differences between the decay of the B-mesons and that of 

their antiparticles, the anti B-mesons. We are looking for the breakdown in 

the symmetry between matter and antimatter.”

This broken symmetry between matter and antimatter is one of the most 

fundamental questions in particle physics.

Asymmetric universe

At the time of the Big Bang some 13.7 billion years ago, the universe was 

in a fully symmetric state with equal quantities of matter and antimatter. Yet, 

today, we are in this extremely antisymmetric state. The question is how did 

we get here? One of the first theoretical ideas about this was posed by Andrei 

Sakharov. Says Dr. Browder, “As soon as the first differences were discovered 

in particle physics between kaons and antikaons in 1964 at Brookhaven, 

Sakharov realised this was an important clue to understanding this asymmetry 

between matter and antimatter.” Sakharov suggested that we start with this 

symmetric state of the universe at the beginning, then decays of elementary 

particles that were asymmetric between particles and antiparticles amplified 

this difference. That led to the matter-dominated universe.

The original CP violation, or asymmetry between matter and antimatter, 
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which was discovered in 1964, was found in Kaons — particles containing the 

strange quark. The effects there were tiny — about one part in a thousand.

Dr. Browder explains, “For the particles containing the B quark, the effects 

of this matter-antimatter symmetry are large; they are of order 100%. The B 

quarks have much greater asymmetry. They are theoretically much easier to 

understand they are cleaner. That’s also the motivation for these machines.”

In addition to other experiments at CERN, the European Organisation for 

Nuclear Research, there’s one experiment that is devoted to B quark physics 

— the LHCb or the Large Hadron Collider beauty experiment. In this, two 

proton beams are collided at high energies and the results are observed.

Says Dr. Browder, “The facility in Japan uses electron-positron collisions. 

These are much cleaner, as the electron and positron are point-like particles. 

So, we will be in a competition with the LHCb as time proceeds.” He adds 

laughingly, “At the LHCb, they throw two Swiss watches at each other and [a] 

lot of stuff comes out, while we have clean collisions of point-like particles.”

Anomalous interactions

In the Standard Model – the core theory of particle physics – there are 

generations of low mass particles (leptons); electrons, the muon and the 

relatively heavy cousin of the electron, the tau are the leptons. These particles 

are expected to have identical interaction strengths, the so-called couplings, 

in the Standard Model of weak interactions in physics. However, in particle 

decays where only leptons are produced (leptonic decays), it appears that 

the tau and muon particles have identical couplings. Specifically, interactions 

where a kaon particle decays to muon and a kaon decays to electron seem to 

have the same coupling to 1%. But B decays to tau leptons when compared 

to B decays to muon or electron are not on equal footing.

“There is a hint of an anomaly there at 4 standard deviation,” says Dr. Browder, 

excitedly. However, he adds a word of caution: “We’d like to get much more 

data to see whether this is a fluctuation or whether we can pin this down and 
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declare we have found new physics!”

There is a similar thing in the B quark to S quark decay: The so-called Penguin 

decays. “If any one of this can be established, it would be fairly new physics,” 

he adds, mentioning that the Chennai group led by Rahul Sinha of The Institute 

of Mathematical Sciences works on the angular correlation in these decays.

A smart indicator to boost frozen food safety
The temperature at which food products are stored is vital in ensuring their 

quality. For example, in retail outlets across India, power failure and repeated 

opening and closing of freezer storage units in which food products are stored 

can lead to temperature fluctuations. These in turn can affect the quality of 

food, especially perishable food, leading to microbial growth. Temperature 

fluctuations can also affect vaccines and drugs that are stored in cold storage 

or at below room temperature.

Researchers from the Indian Council of Agricultural Research-Central Institute 

of Fisheries Technology (ICAR-CIFT), Kochi, Kerala, in collaboration with the 

University of Wisconsin, Madison, U.S., have now found a way using gold 

nanoparticles that they synthesised to help tell if frozen food is still edible.

How it works

The nanoparticles change colour in response to changes in temperature. They 

become ruby red (similar to the colour of red wine) at -18° C and turn purple 

when the temperature rises. At room temperature, their colour is dark grey.

To synthesise the nanoparticles, the researchers used chitosan, a natural 

biodegradable polysaccharide that was extracted from marine waste such 

as shrimp and crab shell. A solution of chitosan and gold chloride solution 

was heated for about 30 minutes at 90° C. Though the sample preparation 

process was simple, care was taken to maintain proper conditions such as 

temperature, stirring and base concentration of the gold solution.
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The nanoparticles remained stable when tested at -18° C. Their colour and 

other physical properties remained intact even at the end of 30 days of testing 

at -18° C.

Explains Dr. C.O. Mohan, Senior Scientist, ICAR-CIFT, Kochi and 

corresponding author of the work that has been published in npj Science 

of Food , “The colour change of the nanoparticles is irreversible. So once 

they change from red to purple or grey when the temperature increases, the 

original colour cannot be regained even if the temperature is brought back 

to -18° C.” He adds, “They can be attached to the outer surface of the food 

or pharmaceutical packs as a visible indicator without coming in contact with 

the product.”

Looking ahead

According to him, such smart indicators can be made using a very small 

quantity of chitosan-gold nanoparticle solution to identify frozen temperature 

abuse. It would cost less than Rs. 2 a pack. The team is also working to 

develop smart indicators from nanoparticles of other metals to further reduce 

the cost.

Pushing the purple frog to the edge
The rare and endangered soil-dwelling purple frog 

( Nasikabatrachussahyadrensis) begins its life as a tadpole in certain fast-

flowing streams of the Western Ghats. Scientists have now found that the 

speed with which water flows down these streams is one of the main factors 

that determine the presence and aggregation of these tadpoles.

The tadpoles are rheophilic, which means they thrive in running water. Apart 

from several other body adaptations, their specialised mouthparts, which are 

like suckers, help them to anchor onto rocky areas in flowing water for nearly 

100 days. So what are the characteristics of a stream that help the tadpoles 
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survive?

Behavioural insights

To find out, researchers at the University of Delhi and the Kerala Forest 

Research Institute quantified four stream characteristics: water flow velocity; 

angle of the rocky base; water depth, and water temperature. The study, 

in Kerala, was restricted to 68 grids placed along 100 m in two streams at 

Kulamaav in Idukki district, an area the team already knew was home to the 

purple frog.

Their results, published in the Journal of Asia-Pacific Biodiversity , show that 

the team spotted 550 tadpoles in these grids. Though found throughout the 

streams, the tadpoles tended to gather in large numbers only in areas with 

relatively higher water flow velocity. They also preferred steep, rocky slopes 

(65°-90° incline) and a water depth of 2-3 cm.

The team made observations on tadpole behaviour and distribution too. 

The tadpoles were always active, moving even when they were attached 

to the rocky portions of the streams to feed on algae growing on rocks. The 

moment they sensed danger, they ‘escaped by immediately relaxing their 

hold on the rock, a behaviour that let them drift some distance downstream 

before re-attaching themselves to the substrate. Tadpoles in earlier stages of 

development stayed mostly in relatively slow-flowing portions of the stream’, 

while older tadpoles were found in faster currents.

Specific threats

According to the authors, these findings and observations provide “a strong 

rationale linking the impact of dam construction to loss of tadpole habitat”. 

Ashish Thomas, lead author of the study, says the construction of dams and 

check dams, and levelling and narrowing of streams to expand plantations 

can alter stream characteristics, in turn affecting the survival of the purple 

frog tadpole. The damming effect can also slow down the streams feeding 

water to the river.
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He adds, “We hope to now study tadpoles in such modified streams and 

natural ones to understand this better.”

Wind loses energy as policy paralysis blows through this 
renewable sector
From a euphoric 5,500 MW in 2016-17 — when wind energy companies 

rushed to commission their projects so as to get their foot in before certain 

incentives expired — capacity additions have plummeted, to 1,762 MW in 

2017-18 and an estimated 1,600 MW in 2018-19.

Notably, at the beginning of both the years, expectations were high. After 

2016-17 ended with 5,500 MW, an ecstatic industry predicted 6,000 MW for 

2017-18. That didn’t happen, but still, many projected a boom for 2018-19. 

Now, when the record is dismal again, there are some (like Tulsi Tanti, CMD 

of Suzlon Energy) predicting record high installations in 2019-20, while others 

(such as market research company Crisil) are not so optimistic. So, each 

year begins with high expectations and ends in dismal performance. What is 

happening?

The situation would have been very different if only policymakers had thought 

things through and the government had been more helpful. But first, some 

background.

Unlike solar, wind power plants cannot be put up anywhere but only in 

locations where winds blow strong. In India, there are eight States where it is 

economically viable to put up wind turbines —Tamil Nadu, Gujarat, Karnataka, 

Maharashtra, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Telangana and Andhra Pradesh.

For about two decades, wind energy firms (called ‘developers’) would erect 

the turbines at chosen sites and sell power to the electricity supply companies 

at prices fixed (called ‘feed-in tariffs, or FiT) by the respective State electricity 

regulators. The developer would get the FiT for the entire power purchase 
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agreement period, typically 25 years.

Because only eight States constituted the ‘market’, annual fresh capacity 

installations used to be in the 1,500 MW — 3,000 MW corridor. Expanding 

the market meant that the other States also should buy wind power. This 

could not happen because of difficulties in putting up projects in one State 

and selling the electricity to another.

Centre steps in

That was when the Centre stepped in. As soon as the BJP came to power 

in 2014, it fixed a target of 1,75,000 MW of capacity for renewable energy of 

which 1,00,000 MW would be solar, 60,000 MW wind and the rest biomass 

and small hydro.

To make the 60,000 MW happen, the Government of India (through its new 

company, SECI), became a trader — it would buy power from the developers 

and sell it to the non-windy States, thus expanding the market. Developers 

who offered to sell at the least prices would get to sign long-term power 

purchase agreements; they could put up their projects anywhere, but should 

deliver the power at a substation. Thus began the epochal shift from fixed 

FiTs to market-determined tariffs.

What also began was — trouble. The first round of auctions closed in 

February 2017. Due to competition, developers offered to sell electricity at 

prices as low as Rs. 3.46 a kWhr; in contrast, the least FiT was Rs. 4.16 in 

Tamil Nadu. Now, upon seeing prices fall so low, the windy States began to 

ask themselves, ‘why should we buy power at the costly FiT prices; why not 

we also conduct our own auctions to buy cheaper power?’ But they didn’t 

know the mechanics of the auctions and had to wait for some guidelines from 

the central electricity regulator. As they dithered, the ‘windy State market’ 

vanished. But the Centre too dragged its feet on further rounds of auctions. 

In 2017-18, just two auctions, for 2,000 MW, happened. The year ended on 

a dismal note.
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In due course, activity picked up and till now, six rounds of SECI’s, and several 

more of different States have happened and about 13,000 MW of capacity 

have been awarded. Prices dropped consistently, and fell to a low of Rs. 2.44 

in the third round.

At this stage, two other problems arose. First, to be viable at such low prices, 

developers flocked to the two windiest States — Gujarat and Tamil Nadu.

All of the SECI-awarded projects (70% of all auctioned capacities) went to 

them, which was more than the ability of the substations to take the power.

Second, Gujarat frowned at 5,400 MW worth of projects coming up on its soil 

but all the power going to the non-windy States. Would there be any lands left 

for its own auctions? So, it refused to give land and came out with a policy 

that forced developers to put up their projects in specified ‘wind parks.’ Since 

the parks are not necessarily the best sites for wind projects, the developers 

didn’t like the policy. Negotiations began, project work got delayed.

More problems

The problems didn’t end there. As the best sites got taken, prices began to 

rise after from the fourth SECI round. Governments, suspecting a developers’ 

cartel, began imposing tariff caps — or the highest price they would accept. 

And they began cancelling auctions at ripe stages. Notably, the benefits of 

the low tariffs have never been passed on to the consumer — the electricity 

supply companies have pocketed the benefits.

The industry has been asking the government to do ‘substation-wise auctions’, 

(‘what is the cheapest best price you can offer if your wind turbines would 

be connected to this particular substation?’) The government is hesitating, 

apparently because substation-wise auctions will result in higher price 

quotes.

Of the 13,000-odd MW tendered, the deadline for completion has expired for 

2,000 MW; but so far only 823 MW has come up. More auctions are set to 

happen. So, the question is, while there is a fat backlog and a healthy ‘order 
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pipeline,’ will the projects come up? Mr. Tanti believes they will and says 

2019-20 will see a record of 8 GW; Crisil disagrees — it projects 3,800 MW 

for the year. The worst sufferers in the mess are the 4,000 SMEs who supply 

components to turbine manufacturers and their two million employees.

‘Much to gain if Paris climate goals are met’
India could save at least $3 trillion (Rs. 210 trillion approx.) in healthcare 

costs if it implemented policy initiatives consistent with ensuring that the 

globe didn’t heat up beyond 1.5 degrees Celsius by the turn of the century, 

says the sixth edition of the Global Environmental Outlook (GEO), prepared 

by the United Nations Environment Programme.

“Damage to the planet is so dire that people’s health will be increasingly 

threatened unless urgent action is taken….Unless environmental protections 

were drastically scaled up, cities and regions in Asia, the Middle East and 

Africa could see millions of premature deaths by mid-century,” a press 

statement accompanying the report noted.

India’s stated commitment is to lower emissions intensity of its GDP by 33-

35% compared to 2005 levels by 2030; increase total cumulative electricity 

generation from fossil free energy sources to 40% by 2030, and create 

additional carbon sink of 2.5 to 3 billion tons through additional forest and 

tree cover.

India is on track to achieve two of these goals — of emissions intensity 

and electricity generation — according to independent climate-watch site 

Climate Tracker.

However these actions are only enough — and provided other countries too 

live up to their commitments — to limit temperature rise to 2 degrees.

For India to leapfrog onto a 1.5-degree pathway it would have to “abandon 

plans to build new coal-fired power plants,” said Climate Tracker’s most 
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updated analysis as of Dec 2018.

A climate vulnerability index for India on the anvil
The Department of Science and Technology (DST) will be commissioning 

a study to assess the climate risks faced by States in India. This follows 

an assessment of the global warming risks faced by 12 Himalayan States 

— and discussed at last year’s U.N. climate change conference in Poland 

— that found States such as Assam, Arunachal Pradesh and Uttarakhand 

vulnerable to climate change.

“We eventually hope to have a climate portal, whereby users can zoom in on 

any district in the country and get a sense of what kind of risks — climate, 

socio-economic — are present,” said Ashutosh Sharma, Secretary, DST.

Common methodology

Last year the Indian Institutes of Technology (IIT) at Mandi and Guwahati, 

and the Indian Institute of Science (IISc), Bengaluru, coordinated with State 

authorities in Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura, 

Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim, the hill districts of West Bengal, Himachal 

Pradesh, Uttarakhand and Jammu and Kashmir, to evolve a common 

methodology, and determine how districts there are equipped to deal with 

the vagaries of climate change.

The researchers prepared a ‘vulnerability index’ of each of these States 

based on district-level data. Vulnerability would be a measure of the inherent 

risks a district faces, primarily by virtue of its geography and socio-economic 

situation.

The scientists conducted workshops with the States and culled eight key 

parameters on the basis of which a vulnerability score could be generated. 

They included: percentage of area in districts under forests, yield variability 

of food grain, population density, female literacy rate, infant mortality rate, 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

percentage of population below poverty line (BPL), average man-days under 

MGNREGA (Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act), 

and the area under slope > 30%.

On a scale ranging 0-1, 1 indicating the highest possible level of vulnerability, 

at the top of the scale were Assam with a score of 0.72 and Mizoram at 0.71, 

whereas Sikkim, with an index score of 0.42 was relatively less vulnerable. 

“This doesn’t mean that States with a lower score are safe in an absolute 

sense. In fact, some districts in Uttarakhand [at 0.45 and at the lower end of the 

scale] are more vulnerable than those in Assam,” said ShyamasreeDasgupta, 

Assistant Professor, IIT-Mandi, one of the key authors of the report.

Different factors

Different factors contributed to a State’s vulnerability. In Arunachal Pradesh, 

the key factors are low female literacy and high percentage of population 

above BPL whereas in Nagaland the key issues are loss of forest cover, 

steep slope and high yield variability.

Akhilesh Gupta, a senior coordinator of the initiative at the DST said that the 

over-arching aim of the analysis was to give actionable inputs to States.

Bio-medical waste: NGT warns States
The National Green Tribunal has directed all States and Union Territories to 

furnish reports pertaining to the management of bio-medical waste (BMW) to 

the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) by April 30.

Noting that non-compliance of bio-medical waste management rules is 

“widespread,” a Bench headed by NGT chairperson Justice Adarsh Kumar 

Goel warned of heavy fines on authorities if they fail to furnish reports.

“We direct all States and Union Territories to ensure that reports [in terms of 

relevant rules] are furnished to the CPCB within one month or on or before 

April 30, for the period the reports are due as per rules. The CPCB may 
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furnish a status report of compliance of BMW rules after proper analysis to 

NGT within one month,” the Bench said.

It added, “It is made clear that any failure will result in the defaulting States 

being required to pay compensation to be deposited with the CPCB at the 

rate of Rs. 1 crore per month after May 1.”

Action plans

The States have also been directed to prepare respective action plans for 

compliance of rules pertaining to BMW within one month.

“The CPCB may give its comments on the action plan to NGT within one 

month, thereafter,” the Bench said.

Further, the green panel directed the apex pollution monitoring body to 

undertake a study and prepare a scale of compensation to be recovered from 

“violators of BMW rules” within one month.

“This will not debar the State pollution control boards from performing their 

duty of recovering compensation from the polluters or laying down their own 

scale, which should not be less than the scale fixed by CPCB. The scale must 

be deterrent rendering violation of rules to be non-profitable and which should 

be adequate to remedy the situation,” the Bench said.

Prices slashed for 463 cancer medicines
The National Pharmaceutical Pricing Authority (NPPA) has reduced the 

maximum retail price of 463 non-scheduled cancer medicines.

The memorandum revising the prices downwards was issued by NPPA’s 

director (pricing) Amarpal Singh Sawhney on March 11.

As per the memorandum, manufacturers and hospitals have been directed 

to convey the revised MRP, to be effective immediately based on the trade 

margin formula.

The NPPA has issued the list of the 463 non-scheduled anti-cancer drugs whose 
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prices have been drastically reduced through trade margin rationalisation.

A climate vulnerability index for India on the anvil
The Department of Science and Technology (DST) will be commissioning 

a study to assess the climate risks faced by States in India. This follows an 

assessment of the global warming risks faced by 12 Himalayan States — and 

discussed at last year’s U.N. climate change conference in Poland — that 

found States such as Assam, Arunachal Pradesh and Uttarakhand vulnerable 

to climate change.

“We eventually hope to have a climate portal, whereby users can zoom in on 

any district in the country and get a sense of what kind of risks — climate, 

socio-economic — are present,” said Ashutosh Sharma, Secretary, DST.

Common methodology

Last year the Indian Institutes of Technology (IIT) at Mandi and Guwahati, 

and the Indian Institute of Science (IISc), Bengaluru, coordinated with State 

authorities in Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, Mizoram, Nagaland, Tripura, 

Arunachal Pradesh, Sikkim, the hill districts of West Bengal, Himachal Pradesh, 

Uttarakhand and Jammu and Kashmir, to evolve a common methodology, 

and determine how districts there are equipped to deal with the vagaries of 

climate change.

The researchers prepared a ‘vulnerability index’ of each of these States 

based on district-level data. Vulnerability would be a measure of the inherent 

risks a district faces, primarily by virtue of its geography and socio-economic 

situation.

The scientists conducted workshops with the States and culled eight key 

parameters on the basis of which a vulnerability score could be generated. 

They included: percentage of area in districts under forests, yield variability 

of food grain, population density, female literacy rate, infant mortality rate, 
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percentage of population below poverty line (BPL), average man-days under 

MGNREGA (Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act), 

and the area under slope > 30%.

On a scale ranging 0-1, 1 indicating the highest possible level of vulnerability, 

at the top of the scale were Assam with a score of 0.72 and Mizoram at 0.71, 

whereas Sikkim, with an index score of 0.42 was relatively less vulnerable. 

“This doesn’t mean that States with a lower score are safe in an absolute 

sense. In fact, some districts in Uttarakhand [at 0.45 and at the lower end of the 

scale] are more vulnerable than those in Assam,” said ShyamasreeDasgupta, 

Assistant Professor, IIT-Mandi, one of the key authors of the report.

Different factors

Different factors contributed to a State’s vulnerability. In Arunachal Pradesh, 

the key factors are low female literacy and high percentage of population 

above BPL whereas in Nagaland the key issues are loss of forest cover, 

steep slope and high yield variability.

Akhilesh Gupta, a senior coordinator of the initiative at the DST said that the 

over-arching aim of the analysis was to give actionable inputs to States.

Bio-medical waste: NGT warns States
The National Green Tribunal has directed all States and Union Territories to 

furnish reports pertaining to the management of bio-medical waste (BMW) to 

the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB) by April 30.

Noting that non-compliance of bio-medical waste management rules is 

“widespread,” a Bench headed by NGT chairperson Justice Adarsh Kumar 

Goel warned of heavy fines on authorities if they fail to furnish reports.

“We direct all States and Union Territories to ensure that reports [in terms of 

relevant rules] are furnished to the CPCB within one month or on or before 

April 30, for the period the reports are due as per rules. The CPCB may 
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furnish a status report of compliance of BMW rules after proper analysis to 

NGT within one month,” the Bench said.

It added, “It is made clear that any failure will result in the defaulting States 

being required to pay compensation to be deposited with the CPCB at the 

rate of Rs. 1 crore per month after May 1.”

Action plans

The States have also been directed to prepare respective action plans for 

compliance of rules pertaining to BMW within one month.

“The CPCB may give its comments on the action plan to NGT within one 

month, thereafter,” the Bench said.

Further, the green panel directed the apex pollution monitoring body to 

undertake a study and prepare a scale of compensation to be recovered from 

“violators of BMW rules” within one month.

“This will not debar the State pollution control boards from performing their 

duty of recovering compensation from the polluters or laying down their own 

scale, which should not be less than the scale fixed by CPCB. The scale 

must be deterrent rendering violation of rules to be non-profitable and which 

should be adequate to remedy the situation,” the Bench said.

Prices slashed for 463 cancer medicines
The National Pharmaceutical Pricing Authority (NPPA) has reduced the 

maximum retail price of 463 non-scheduled cancer medicines.

The memorandum revising the prices downwards was issued by NPPA’s 

director (pricing) Amarpal Singh Sawhney on March 11.

As per the memorandum, manufacturers and hospitals have been directed 

to convey the revised MRP, to be effective immediately based on the trade 

margin formula.

The NPPA has issued the list of the 463 non-scheduled anti-cancer drugs whose 
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prices have been drastically reduced through trade margin rationalisation.

NGT suspends expansion of thermal plant
The Principal Bench of National Green Tribunal (NGT), New Delhi, has 

ordered the suspension of the Environmental Clearance of August 1, 2017, 

granted for the expansion of the thermal plant of Udupi Power Corporation 

Ltd. (UPCL) at Yellur in Udupi district by addition of 2 x 800 MW units to raise 

ultimate capacity to 2,800 MW.

The copies of the order of the tribunal issued on March 14, along with a 

press note, were released here   by Balakrishna Shetty, executive president, 

NandikurJanajagrithiSamithi, an NGO, which has been opposing the thermal 

power plant at Yellur in Udupi district. The tribunal held that clearances granted 

for the setting up of the power plant were illegal. The tribunal invoked the 

“Polluter Pays” principle and appointed a Committee of Experts to ascertain 

damage to crops and environment in the area. This committee shall assess 

the damage on account of environmental violations in the areas of fly ash 

management, ash pond, ambient air quality and fugitive emissions, which had 

damaged the environment and ecology and submit its report in three months. 

Awaiting this report, the tribunal directed UPCL to pay Rs. 5 crore as interim 

environmental compensation to the Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB). 

The compensation would be subject to the assessment of final damages by 

the Committee of Experts. It directed the State government to conduct a study 

of carrying capacity of the area. It also ordered the company to pay Rs. 1 lakh 

as cost to the petitioners.

The thermal plant project was challenged in 2004 by the samithi before the then 

National Environmental Appellate Authority (NEAA), New Delhi. The appeal 

was dismissed by the sole non-judicial adjudicator. It then filed a Writ Petition 

before the High Court of Karnataka in 2005. The BellibettuAladeDevasthana 
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and CSI St. Luke’s Church also filed Writ Petitions before the High Court.

The cases were transferred to the National Green Tribunal, South Zone, 

Chennai, in 2012. Due to the lack of judges in the Zonal Tribunal at Chennai, 

the cases were finally heard by the Principal Bench at New Delhi, the release 

said.

Signs point to a gunman steeped in far-right Internet culture
A camera mounted to his head, the gunman who livestreamed part of his 

savage attack on two mosques in Christchurch, New Zealand,   began his 

video by casually making reference to a current Internet meme.

He appeared to be steeped in the culture of the extreme-right Internet. And 

in the terrible minutes of video that followed, he proved to be a nonchalant, 

unrepentant killer.

As of Friday night, the gunman had not been identified by the authorities. 

But just before the attack began, a man who said he was a 28-year-old from 

Australia published a link on a right-wing forum to an 87-page manifesto, and 

another link on the same forum to a personal Facebook page with the video 

that would soon document the slaughter.

Based on the video, the manifesto and social media posts, a picture has 

begun to emerge of a man primarily driven by white nationalism and a desire 

to drive cultural, political and racial wedges between people across the globe. 

That, he hoped, would stoke discord and, eventually, more violence between 

races.

Australia’s main public broadcaster reported that the Facebook user worked 

as a personal trainer at a gym in the city of Grafton after finishing school in 

2009 until 2011, when he left to travel overseas. Where exactly his travels 

took him was not immediately known, but the manifesto’s author wrote that 

he explored much of Europe in the spring of 2017.
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And a man using the same name visited Gilgit-Baltistan in October, people at 

two hotels there confirmed.

Asghar Khan, the manager of operations at the Serena Hotel there, said the 

man seemed like a “nature-loving” traveler.

Trolling tactics

The gunman appeared to pair the shooting with the typical trolling tactics of 

the Internet’s most far-right instigators, playing to a community of like-minded 

supporters online who cheered him on in real time as they watched bodies 

pile up.

And the manifesto states plainly what usually goes unstated by Internet trolls: 

by design, its author wanted to get everyone upset and arguing with each 

other.

One of the goals of his bloodshed, he wrote, was to “agitate the political 

enemies of my people into action, to cause them to overextend their own 

hand and experience the eventual and inevitable backlash as a result.” He 

said he wanted to “incite violence, retaliation and further divide”.

The manifesto, the video and what appear to be the gunman’s social media 

posts feature typical white nationalist rhetoric. The gunman seems to have 

a significant interest in history — at least, the parts that fit into a white 

nationalist narrative. On his weapons, he wrote the names of centuries-old 

military leaders who led battles against largely non-white forces, along with 

the names of men who recently carried out mass shootings of Jews and 

Muslims.

The manifesto refers to non-whites as “invaders” who threaten to “replace” 

white people.

The author says he used guns instead of other weapons because he wanted 

the U.S. to tear itself apart arguing over gun laws.

His choice of language, and the specific memes he referred to, suggest a 

deep connection to the far-right online community. The link to the livestreamed 
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video was first posted to a forum of 8chan, a notorious far-right space, where 

the gunman was hailed as a hero after the shooting. Some of his references 

were subtle. As he drove to the mosque, he listened to a song associated 

with a 1995 Serbian nationalist video, which has recently been co-opted as 

a racist meme.

Glenmark gets USFDA nod for generic version of acne 
treatment gel
Glenmark Pharmaceuticals said it had received the final approval from 

the U.S. health regulator for its generic version of BenzaClin gel used in 

treatment of acne. The approval granted to Glenmark Pharmaceuticals Inc., 

USA (Glenmark) by the United States Food & Drug Administration (USFDA) 

is for Clindamycin and Benzoyl Peroxide Gel, 1% |5%, a generic version of 

BenzaClin1 Gel, 1% |5% of Valeant Bermuda, the firm said.

UN meet dilutes Indian plan to phase out single-use plastics
An ambitious resolution piloted by India to phase out single-use plastics 

by 2025, was watered down at the United Nations Environment Assembly 

(UNEA) that concluded   in Nairobi.

At the World Environment Day summit on June 5, 2018 here, Union 

Environment Minister Harsh Vardhan, in the presence of Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi, had pledged to eliminate single-use plastics from India by 

2022. This was lauded by then UN Environment Chief, Erik Solheim.

This pushed several States — notably Maharashtra, Tamil Nadu and 

Himachal Pradesh — to enforce previous commitments to ban plastic bags 

and similar disposables.

Ahead of the UNEA, the UN secretariat had invited inputs from member states 

to forge a common declaration regarding addressing a host of environmental 
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challenges. India’s inputs on the February 16 read:

“…We will decisively address the damage to our ecosystems caused by the 

unsustainable use and disposal of single-use plastic products, including by 

phasing-out most problematic single-use plastic products as early as 2025, 

and we encourage the private sector to find affordable and eco-friendly 

alternatives…”

Deadline pushed back

However, the final declaration on March 15 removed the firm timelines and 

edited out the “decisively” and only committed to a “reduction by 2030.”

“…We will address the damage to our ecosystems caused by the unsustainable 

use and disposal of plastic products, including by significantly reducing single-

use plastic products by 2030, and we will work with the private sector to 

find affordable and environment friendly alternatives…” says the document 

available on the UNEA website.

The UNEA, however, lauded India for playing a key role in advocating a 

time-bound ban on single use plastic. A person privy to negotiations told The 

Hinduthat India didn’t work enough to garner international support to carry it 

all the way through. “We didn’t have enough subject experts at Nairobi,” he 

added.

Nitrogen pollution

Along with plastic, India also piloted a resolution on curbing nitrogen 

pollution.

“..The global nitrogen-use efficiency is low, resulting in pollution by reactive 

nitrogen which threatens human health, ecosystem services, contributes to 

climate change and stratospheric ozone depletion. Only a small proportion 

of the plastics produced globally are recycled, with most of it damaging the 

environment and aquatic bio-diversity. Both these are global challenges 

and the resolutions piloted by India at the UNEA are vital first steps towards 

addressing these issues and attracting focus of the global community,” said a 
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press statement by the Union Environment Ministry.

A top official in the Ministry told The Hindu that India’s commitment to phase 

out plastic would continue irrespective of the global resolution. “It’s a significant 

step that such a resolution was accepted at the UN. Timelines per se are 

matters of further negotiation and debate,” Secretary, Union Environment 

Ministry C.K. Mishra said. “However, our commitments and efforts to reduce 

plastic use will continue at our pace.”

A Central Pollution Control Board estimate in 2015 says that Indian cities 

generate 15,000 tonnes of plastic waste daily and about 70% of the plastic 

produced in the country ends up as waste. Seventeen States have plastic 

bans, on paper. Experts have rued the inadequacy of collection and recycling 

systems to address the burgeoning plastic waste problem.

Topical gel protects farmers from pesticides
Using easily available, inexpensive natural polymers, researchers in Bengaluru 

have developed a gel for the skin to protect agricultural workers from harmful 

pesticide sprays. The gel does not just act as a simple physical barrier; it 

chemically deactivates pesticides.

Ripple effect

Organophosphate pesticides bring about the inhibition of important enzymes 

(AChE) of the body, which can, in turn, affect the functioning of nervous 

system, heart, immunity, and even the reproductive system.

Explains KetanThorat, a doctoral scholar at the Institute for Stem Cell Science 

and Regenerative Medicine (inStem), Bengaluru, “The base of the gel is 

chitosan, a natural substance extracted from the waste shells of crabs and 

shrimps, to which we added a nucleophile and few aqua reagents to get the 

consistency and desired pH.”

Dr.Thorat, who is also the first author of a paper on the subject published 
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inScience Advances, adds, “The gel looks and feels like a cold cream and we 

can add suitable fragrance too.”

Since pesticides can inhibit enzymes in blood, different experiments were 

carried out using rat blood to see if the gel could prevent this. The gel was 

found to cleave a wide range of commercially available pesticides before 

they enter the bloodstream, thus reducing the pesticide-induced enzyme 

inhibition.

In-vivo studies were carried out using rat models. Even 96 hours after pesticide 

exposure, the gel-applied rats did not show any reduction in enzyme activity. 

The control animals (without gel) exposed to pesticides lost about 20% of their 

body weight by four days, whereas the protected rats had normal weight.

To understand pesticide-induced mortality, the researchers sprayed a higher 

concentration of pesticide on the rats for four consecutive days and monitored 

them. The rats without the gel showed signs of pesticide poisoning such as 

diarrhoea, trouble in breathing, tremors and died after five days. All the rats 

in the protected group survived and showed no signs of toxicity even after 30 

days.

Post-mortem studies showed that the rats had decreased levels of the 

important enzyme in their system.

Safe to use

Explains Dr. Praveen K. Vemula, from inStem, and corresponding author of 

the paper, “We carried out pre-clinical toxicology studies and the gel was found 

to be safe for repeated applications. It had no side-effects even if inhaled, 

swallowed or if it comes in contact with the eye.” According to Dr.Vemula, 

when produced in bulk, the gel may cost less than Rs. 1,000 for an entire 

month.

Solar tsunami can trigger the sunspot cycle
It is believed that the “solar dynamo” — a naturally occurring generator which 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

produces electric and magnetic fields in the sun — is linked to the production 

of sunspots. What kick-starts the 11-year sunspot cycle is not known. Now, 

a group of solar physicists suggests that a “solar tsunami” is at work that 

triggers the new sunspot cycle, after the old one ends.

The extreme temperature and pressure conditions that prevail some 20,000 

km below the sun’s surface cause its material to form a plasma consisting 

primarily of hydrogen and helium in a highly ionised state. The plasma is 

confined with huge magnetic fields inside the sun. Explains Dr.Dipankar 

Banerjee from the Indian Institute of Astrophysics, Bengaluru, and one of 

the authors of the paper published in Scientific Reports, “The [sun’s] toroidal 

magnetic field, from which sunspots get generated, wraps around the sun in 

the east-west direction.”

Celestial rubber bands

These magnetic fields behave like rubber bands on a polished sphere. They 

tend to slip towards the poles. Holding these fields in their place requires that 

there is extra mass (plasma mass) pushing at the bands from higher latitudes. 

Thus, a magnetic dam is formed which is storing a big mass of plasma. At the 

end of a solar cycle, this magnetic dam can break, releasing huge amounts 

of plasma cascading like a tsunami towards the poles.

These tsunami waves travel at high speeds of about 1,000 km per hour 

carrying excess plasma to the mid-latitudes. There they give rise to magnetic 

flux eruptions. These are seen as the bright patches that signal the start of 

the next cycle of sunspots. The tsunami waves can traverse the required 

distance in a few weeks, unlike in earlier models.

Humongous calculation

To arrive at this simulation, the group used data from the Kodaikanal 

observatory of sunspots recorded over 100 years and the Cheyenne 

supercomputer belonging to National Center for Atmospheric Research 

(NCAR), Boulder, U.S. MausumiDikpati of NCAR and first author of the paper 
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said in an email to The Hindu , “Cheyenne has 1,45,000 processors, and is 

a 4.5 petaflop machine. Each of these processors can perform 184 million 

arithmetic operations per second,” says MausumiDikpati of NCAR, the first 

author of the paper.”

She adds “We used about 100,000 processor cores of the supercomputer to 

perform about 100 simulations to conclude our results. This means in each 

of these hundred simulations, we performed about 66,000 trillion arithmetic 

operations per hour.”

Adds Dr. Banerjee, “The solar cycle and sunspot activity are intimately 

connected with space weather. The model provides a sound physical 

mechanism supporting why we should expect the next sunspot cycle 25 to 

begin in the year 2020, followed by a strong increase in space weather shortly 

after the trigger of a series of new sunspots in that year.”

The lost tail that wags research tales
A lizard, when attacked, loses its tail and runs for safety. Within 60 days, the 

tail is regrown. What is the biology behind this? This question was recently 

addressed by Dr.KenroKusumi and colleagues at Arizona State University 

in the U.S. ( PLOS ONE , August 20, 2014). They found that a lizard turns 

on as many as 326 genes of its genome in specific regions of the regrowing 

tail to do so. It also turns on what are called “satellite cells” which can grow 

and develop into skeletal muscle and other tissues. One of the authors has 

suggested that since humans too have such satellite cells, maybe we too can 

regrow muscles and cartilage if we can harness them in us.

Lizards are a late entry into the world, having first arrived on earth around 

310-320 million years (Myrs) ago. Preceding them are earthworms (518 Myrs) 

and flatworms (840 Myrs), which were called ‘the intestines of the earth’ by 

Aristotle and ‘the earliest ploughers’ by Darwin. In a recent paper ( Zattara 
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et al. Proc. Royal Soc. B 286:20182524 ), scientists studied the way how 35 

different species of worms regenerate their body, after parts of their bodies 

were chopped off. At least four separate types of worms could regenerate 

their heads. Studying the biology of these organisms would be remarkably 

insightful, as has been attempted with lizards.

Up the evolutionary ladder

Why can worms even regenerate their heads, but the later-day arrivals, 

lizards, can only rebuild their tails, and ‘higher animals’ cannot even do 

that? There are two kinds of analytical arguments towards this. Professor 

Alexandra Bely, an expert in the area from the University of Maryland, U.S. 

has a review titled ‘Evolutionary loss of animal regeneration: pattern and 

process’ (doi:10.1093/icb/icq118), where she argues that while regeneration 

can produce cells, tissues and internal organs, the regeneration of structures 

such as limbs may be governed by age, sex, nutrition and other factors. Plus, 

is regeneration given up, or is selected against -- based on the energy and 

metabolism being invested more for growth rather than repair? We need to 

research into the energy cost-benefit analysis in order to understand the 

matter further.

A more recent analysis is by Dr. Jonathan Slack of the University of Bath, 

U.K. titled ‘Animal regeneration: Ancestral character or evolutionary novelty?’ 

which appears in EMBO Reports 2017 . He points out using genetic analysis, 

that the ancestral character in all organisms is reflected by the expression of 

two major genes, conserved across all animals — lizard to human — namely 

Wnt and BMP. Wnt mediates the developmental pathway implicated in 

proliferation of cells and in self-renewal signals. BMP is another gene, seen 

again from fruit flies all the way up to us, and the BMP-mediated pathway too 

plays a key role in organ and body development. The fact that these genes 

are present in all cells of all animals would seem to make organ regeneration 

possible in principle.
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But then, once the tail is lost, in say a rat or a cat, it does not regenerate. 

They just make do without the lost tail. Dr. Bely points out that the bio-

energetic cost of regenerating the tail here does not appear worthwhile 

when the animal can make do without it. (Indeed, the lizard seems to need 

the tail as an important organ, in order to survive and flourish — it is what 

Slack might call as an evolutionary novelty; its predecessors did not ‘invent’ 

this important appendage.)

Come back to the lizard again. Actually the regenerated tail is not identical to 

the lost one, but an “imperfect replicate” as was shown by Lozito and Tuan 

(Dev. Biol.2015,399, 249). Instead of the original vertebral tail, the regrown 

one had no bones but a softer, more flexible cartilage. In other words it is 

what Dr.Sukla Ghosh of Kolkata had described as a ‘compensatory growth’ 

rather than true regeneration.

The promise of stem cells

While the Arizona group, working on the cell biology of the regenerated 

lizard tail, did not find any specific progenitor cells or stem cells of the tail 

tissues, the newly emerged stem cell technology is generating a lot of 

excitement in the field. Stem cells found, for example in the bone marrow, 

can be cultured in a laboratory to produce cells and tissues of a few other 

parts of the body. This has been done in generating a bladder and stitching 

it on to a youth who had a bladder injury. In recent times, any cell in the body 

can be “induced” to become a stem cell upon the introduction of four chosen 

genes. The so produced induced pluripotent stem cells (iPSCs) have been 

used in the laboratory to generate chosen tissues and even mini-organs 

called “organoids”. While this field is still in its infancy, it promises to produce 

organs which, when needed, can be used for regeneration.
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Pollution: 6 States told to submit action plan
The National Green Tribunal (NGT) has directed six States to submit by 

April 30 action plans for bringing air quality standards within the prescribed 

norms, failing which they would be liable to pay environment compensation 

of Rs. 1 crore each.

A Bench headed by NGT Chairperson Justice Adarsh Kumar Goel ordered the 

Chief Secretaries of Assam, Jharkhand, Maharashtra, Punjab, Uttarakhand 

and Nagaland governments to submit their plan within the stipulated time.

“We direct Chief Secretaries of the States in respect of which action plans 

have not been filed to forthwith furnish such action plans,” the Bench, also 

comprising Justices S.P. Wangdi and K. Ramakrishnan, said.

Rs. 25 lakh for deficiency

The States, where action plans are found to be deficient and deficiencies 

are not removed till April 30, will be liable to pay Rs. 25 lakh each and the 

timeline for execution of the action plans is six months from the date of their 

finalisation, the Bench said.

It said that budgetary provision must be made for execution of such plans.

The tribunal warned that if action plans are not executed within the specified 

timeline, the defaulting States will be liable to pay environmental compensation 

and may also be required to furnish performance guarantee for execution 

of plans in extended timeline as per recommendations received from the 

Central Pollution Control Board (CPCB).

“The CPCB is directed to update the number of cities. If on parameters 

applied, there are other cities, not included in list of 102, they may be also 

included,” the NGT said.

The direction came after the CPCB informed the green panel that out of 

102 cities, action plan has been received from 83 cities, while 19 have not 

submitted it.
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The tribunal will take up the matter for further consideration on July 19.

‘Carrying capacity’

Concerned over the threat posed to limited natural resources due to their 

overuse, the tribunal has directed assessment of carrying capacity of 102 

cities, including Delhi, where the air quality does not meet the national 

ambient air quality standards.

The concept of “carrying capacity” addresses the question as to how many 

people can be permitted into any area without the risk of degrading the 

environment there.

The tribunal had said the Ministry of Urban Development in coordination with 

the CPCB, Ministry of Transport, authorities such as Planning Commission 

and States, may carry out such study with the assistance of experts in the 

field.

It had said that it is undisputed that air pollution is a matter of serious concern 

and large number of deaths take place every year in the country on account 

of air pollution.

The NGT had said that Delhi is over-polluted and figures quite high in the 

ranking of most polluted cities and there is no study about the capacity of 

the city with respect to the extent of population which can be accommodated 

and number of vehicles which can be handled by its roads.

El Nino gains strength, may impact monsoon
El Nino, characterised by a warming of surface temperatures in the Pacific 

Ocean, is associated with lower than normal monsoon rainfall in India. The 

El Nino weather phenomenon is gaining strength, latest global forecasts 

indicate, potentially affecting the South-west (June to September)

According to the US National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, there 

is an 80% chance that El Nino will prevail in March-May, decreasing to 60% 
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during the June-August period, when the South-West monsoon normally 

arrives.

El Nino affects the flow of moisture-bearing winds from the cooler oceans 

towards India, negatively impact the summer monsoon, which accounts for 

over 70% of annual rainfall. It remains to be seen how it would actually 

evolve over the next few months, but if it does retain its strength after the 

summer, it could mar the prospects of a good monsoon in India.

“We have to wait till April or May to ascertain El Nino’s impact on the monsoon,” 

said D.S. Pai, senior scientist at the India Meteorological Department , 

Pune.

IMD forecast models suggest that weak El Nino conditions are likely to persist 

in the early part of the summer and weaken thereafter. “Once El Nino sets 

in, it continues for around 12-15 months and subsides in next pre-monsoon 

season. On some rare occasions, it may start late, gains strength and then 

decay before the monsoon onset. So, it could happen too,” said Pai.

Contrary to last year’s global forecasts indicating that El Nino would form 

around October 2018, its formation was confirmed in February this year.

“During the next several months, El Nino can keep evolving and gain strength. 

Generally, it achieves its peak in winter. But how and when it will intensify, 

we cannot say. We will have to keep close eye on the forecast for next 

two months,” said R Krishnan, senior scientist at Indian Institute of Tropical 

Meteorology (IITM), Pune.

Even though it is weak at present, forecasters said El Nino has become 

more marked than last month. An El Niño of any strength can reduce the 

amount of monsoon rainfall and thus have significant local impact.

There is increase in both the sea surface temperatures and subsurface 

ocean temperatures, allowing weak El Nino to persist for at least next 

several months. Nevertheless, India is set to witness warmer than normal 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

   MARCH 2019
 VOL.55

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

temperatures due to El Nino, which would be evident during the next three 

months.

IIT Guwahati’s bone graft aids extensive bone formation
A scaffold made of silk–bone cement composite doped with silicon and zinc 

metal ions has been found to regenerate new bone tissue in rabbits in three 

months. The newly formed bone forms a seamless joint with the existing bone 

and has blood vessels inside it. Tests carried out on rabbits with defective 

thigh bone (femur) showed extensive bone formation of 73% at the end of 

90 days compared with 49% in the case of scaffold made only of silk fibre. 

Even at the end of 30 days, there was adequate bone regeneration and new 

blood vessel formation.

Superior graft

The bone graft fabricated and tested by researchers at the Indian Institute of 

Technology (IIT) Guwahati is superior to currently available ones, affordable 

and does not require external use of growth factors for bone cells to grow.

“At the end of three months, the silk fibre had completely degraded leaving 

behind a homogeneous bone produced by rabbit bone cells. The newly 

formed bone had healed the defective femur,” says Prof.Biman Mandal from 

the Department of Biosciences and Bioengineering, IIT Guwahati who led 

the team. The bone cement made of calcium phosphate becomes a part of 

the bone while the biocompatible metal ions (silicon and zinc) get leached 

out at the end of 90 days.

The team is now validating the bone graft in large animals for clinical 

translation.

The scaffold is fabricated by first doping the bone cement with silicon and 

zinc and mixing the bone cement with chopped mulberry silk fibre. The bone 

cement gets adsorbed on the silk fibre. Liquid silk fibre is then added to bind 
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the chopped fibre and bone cement; the liquid silk also makes the composite 

highly porous. The silk–bone cement composite has higher density and 

strength, more surface area and high surface roughness, closely resembling 

a native bone.

“The zinc and silicon ions get leached from the composite and activate bone 

and blood vessel cells. This leads to faster regeneration of the bone tissue 

and blood vessel formation,” says Prof. Mandal. “By doping with these metal 

ions we are doing away with external addition of growth factor and also 

making the graft affordable.”

“While the silk scaffold provides the physical cues, the silicon and zinc metal 

ions provide the chemical cues. These two synergistically mimic the biological 

cues which people use for tissue engineering,” explains Joseph Christakiran 

Moses from the Department of Biosciences and Bioengineering, IIT Guwahati 

and first author of a paper published in the journal ACS Biomaterials Science 

& Engineering.

Explaining how new blood vessels are formed, Moses says: “Silicon and 

zinc trigger a molecular response within the bone cells which makes them 

feel that they are lacking oxygen (triggering hypoxia response element). So 

the bone cells start secreting pro-blood vessel forming (angiogenic) signals 

leading to vascularisation.”

Bone regeneration

The compressive strength of silk fibre is about 40 kPa, while it is nearly 

double in the case of the silk–bone cement composite. Though doping with 

the silicon and zinc metal ions reduces the mechanical properties, particularly 

the compressive strength, the bulk strength of the doped composite is 

sufficient to activate bone regeneration.

Through in vitro studies carried out prior to experimentation with rabbits, the 

researchers realised that incorporation of bone cement and metal ion doped 
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bone cement enhanced the bone tissue regeneration capacity.

While the composite was seeded with bone cells for in vitro studies, in 

rabbits, the composite was used without adding any bone cells. “Bone cells 

from neighbouring tissue migrate and bind to the scaffold and aid in bone 

regeneration,” Prof. Mandal says. The high porosity allows the bone cells to 

migrate and occupy the insides of the composite and regenerate the tissue, 

while the surface roughness of the composite, which closely mimics the 

native bone, facilitates faster and better regeneration of the bone.

End stigma and discrimination to end TB
It was April 2017 and 30 tuberculosis (TB) survivors were participating in 

a lively group exercise at a workshop in New Delhi. They were identifying 

barriers that people with TB — like themselves — commonly faced in 

accessing health information and services. Each TB survivor brought his/

her own personal experience to the discussion — the difficulties in getting 

a clear diagnosis, doctor-shopping, the lack of information on what the 

treatment involved, having to deal with side-effects, the loss of income, 

to name a few. While TB had impacted each of their lives differently, they 

were all unanimous in identifying one cross-cutting barrier — stigma and its 

assiduous companion, discrimination.

In the two years since, the team at REACH, an organisation working on 

TB since 1998, has witnessed similar scenes play out at other workshops 

around the country. Over 300 TB survivors from across India — all of 

whom attended trainings to help them become powerful TB champions and 

advocates — described stigma as an impenetrable barrier in accessing TB 

services.

Landmark years

In many ways, TB has never been more visible than before. The years 2018 
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and 2019 have been landmark years in the fight against TB, globally and 

in India, with the first ever High Level Meeting on TB held at the United 

Nations last year. In India, there is high political will and commitment to end 

TB, budgets are slowly increasing, new social support schemes have been 

announced and TB survivors are speaking up. There is a lot of talk of ‘ending 

TB’ and the ambitious phrase — TB elimination — has entered our lexicon.

But as yet another World TB Day comes around on 24 March, it is important 

to keep reminding ourselves that we cannot win the fight against TB 

without ending stigma and discrimination. And we cannot end stigma and 

discrimination if we do not improve public understanding of TB — that it 

is curable, that pulmonary or lung TB spreads through air, that a person 

with TB becomes non-infectious soon after starting treatment and that extra-

pulmonary TB (TB that affects parts of the body other than the lungs) is not 

infectious. Even as the government steps up investment in new tools and 

strengthens service delivery systems, we must make sure that stigma and 

discrimination are not left out of global, national and local plans to end TB.

Impact of stigma

The impact of stigma extends beyond the shame, fear and guilt that a person 

with TB can feel. As many TB survivors have told us over the years, stigma is 

often self-directed and internalised, drawing on social misconceptions of TB. 

This is especially true of women with TB, who bear the brunt of criticism from 

their families and whose biggest fear is of infecting their children. TB is a 

curable disease yet the impact of stigma can be long-lasting, often resulting 

in the breakdown of relationships. Stigma can be more devastating than the 

disease itself.

From the health system’s perspective, stigma is a powerful deterrent at 

every step along the care cascade — the pathway from when someone 

develops symptoms of TB to until after they are declared cured. Stigma can 
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prevent someone with symptoms of TB from accessing services — we have 

seen that the fear of being diagnosed with TB often outweighs the anxiety 

associated with feeling ill or in poor health. Stigma and discrimination also 

come together to inhibit someone with TB from continuing their treatment or 

seeking preventive therapy for their family.

Last year, REACH initiated the first ever Legal Environment Assessment 

of TB in India, an exhaustive exercise to understand how TB interacts with 

the law and with human rights. Survivors of TB and their family members 

interviewed for the LEA brought up the overt and covert ways in which stigma 

and discrimination play out — young women thrown out of their homes by 

husbands and families, children with TB physically isolated in school or 

prevented from sitting in the classroom, subtle ostracisation by co-workers at 

the workplace and discrimination by healthcare workers at health facilities in 

both the public and private sectors, among others.

As the LEA report recommends, adopting a rights-based, community-led, 

gender-sensitive and person-centred approach is central to reducing stigma 

and discrimination. This means ensuring that all persons with TB receive 

respectful and high-quality treatment, including adequate information about 

TB and counselling. For this, we need to sensitise healthcare providers to 

issues faced by those with TB and ensure they act in a non-discriminatory 

manner. We must provide both treatment and legal literacy to people with TB, 

so that they understand their rights and can speak up if these are violated.

Champions

Most of all, we must continue to empower and centre-stage TB survivors and 

champions to speak up boldly about their TB stories. Like Arti and Jagannath, 

for instance, who were both battling TB for over five years, running from one 

doctor to another and struggling to raise their young children. They were also 

dealing with fraught relationships and with the social shaming and isolation 

by their respective families. Today, they are both proud to be TB champions, 
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at the forefront of the response to TB in their communities. As Arti says, for 

the people in her area, she’s now ‘TB-wali madam’, and it’s a label she is 

proud of.

As more champions like Arti and Jagannath speak up, we must develop a 

robust system to ensure that they not only have a seat at the table but also 

have a say in decision-making that impacts the everyday lives of those living 

with TB. It is the active involvement of these TB survivors and champions that 

can give an impetus to our collective efforts to improve public understanding 

of TB, reduce stigma, prevent discrimination and end TB in India.

Ooty’s muon detection facility measures potential of 
thundercloud
For the first time in the world, researchers at the GRAPES-3 muon telescope 

facility in Ooty have measured the electrical potential, size and height of a 

thundercloud that passed overhead on December 1, 2014. At 1.3 gigavolts 

(GV), this cloud had 10 times higher potential than the previous record in a 

cloud. This is not because clouds with such high potentials are a rarity, but 

rather, because the methods of detection have not been successful so far.

Cloud structure

Clouds have negative charges along their lower side and positive charges 

on top and can be several kilometres thick. If balloons are used to measure 

the potential difference between the top and bottom, they will take hours to 

traverse the distance. Unfortunately, thunderstorms last only for about 15-

20 minutes, and this method fails.

The Ooty group did not really set out to measure the cloud’s potential. Sunil 

Gupta from TIFR, Mumbai and corresponding author of the paper published 

in Physical Review Letters, says that he was first intrigued by the way the 

muon intensity dipped briefly in a manner correlated with the thunderstorm. 
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Though it was known that thunderstorms had an effect on muon intensity, it 

had not been probed in detail earlier. Dr Gupta urged the researchers in his 

team to study this carefully.

Threshold of detection

Muons and other particles are produced when cosmic rays bombard air 

particles surrounding the earth. The muons produced can have positive or 

negative charge. When a positively charged muon falls through a cloud, it 

loses energy. If its energy falls below 1 giga electron volt (GeV), which is the 

threshold of detection of the GRAPES-3 muon telescope, it goes undetected. 

On the contrary, a negatively charged muon gains energy when falling through 

the cloud and gets detected. Since there are more positive than negative 

muons produced in nature, the two effects don’t cancel out, and a net change 

in intensity is detected.

From April 2011 to December 2014, the group studied the variation of muon 

intensity during 184 thunderstorms. In seven events they came across 

thunderclouds that corresponded to a large change in muon intensity, of 

above 0.4%. They also simultaneously monitored the profiles of the clouds 

using four ground-based electric field monitors. Only the cloud that crossed on 

December 1, 2014, had a profile that was simple enough to simulate.

Using a computer simulation and the observed muon intensity variations, the 

group worked out the relationship with the electric potential of the cloud. They 

calculated that the potential of the cloud they were studying was approximately 

1.3 GV. “To best of our knowledge no one has ever measured potential, size 

and height of a thundercloud simultaneously. That is the reason for all the 

excitement,” says Dr Gupta.

Clue to puzzle

Dr Gupta and his colleagues surmise that this method can be used to solve 

a 25-year-old puzzle of terrestrial gamma ray bursts — huge flashes of light 

that accompany lightnings, but which have not been explained in theory until 
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now.

Learning about the properties of thunderclouds can be useful in navigation 

of aircraft and preventing short circuits. This serendipitous discovery might 

provide the means to making headway in this direction.

Protected areas matter to bumphead parrotfish
The survival of the threatened bumphead parrotfish in the Andaman and 

Nicobar Islands hinges on the persistence of coral reefs and presence of 

marine protected areas. Implementing fishing regulations could help its 

population bounce back, say researchers.

Bumpheads are the world’s largest parrotfish. Ramming its enormous green 

head against corals to dislodge them, a single bumphead can nibble up to 

five tonnes of coral every year. Though seemingly destructive, this activity 

promotes coral growth and keeps reef ecosystems healthy. However, numbers 

of bumphead parrotfish have decreased worldwide. Overfishing is a concern, 

for the fish are highly prized catches. But how are India’s bumpheads in the 

Andaman and Nicobar Islands doing?

In an effort to generate baseline data, a team comprising VardhanPatankar 

(Wildlife Conservation Society-India) surveyed 75 coral reef sites off 51 

islands to obtain information on the distribution of bumpheads. Diving 

underwater, they counted the numbers of bumpheads and quantified benthic 

cover (such as live coral, algae, sand and rubble) there. Their results, 

published in Oryx, reveal that the fish occurred only patchily in these waters 

at densities of just 0.0032 per hectare. The team spotted no juveniles, only 

59 adults at merely nine islands.

“The low densities are shocking, very similar to those of bumphead populations 

in Southeast Asia where they are legally protected,” said Dr.Patankar.
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Live coral cover and the presence of marine protected areas – where 

fishing is banned – emerged as crucial factors for bumphead presence. To 

supplement this information with local knowledge, the team also conducted 

99 interviews with fishermen in the South and Middle Andaman islands and 

Central Nicobar. Most fishers were aware of the presence of bumpheads 

in their waters; and all fishermen in Central Nicobar and Middle Andaman 

had seen the fish feeding and aggregating (bumpheads tend to aggregate in 

numbers larger than 10). Most fishers had hunted the fish all their lives, using 

hand-held wooden spears or harpoons.

Currently, this hunting is only opportunistic. However, if this changes 

to targeted fishing it could endanger bumpheads which could be easily 

conserved as a ‘flagship species’, says Dr.Patankar. “Bumpheads are not 

legally protected in India though the IUCN categorises them as Vulnerable,” 

he says. “Now would be a good time to protect them legally and implement 

some fishing restrictions so their numbers can improve. Natural catastrophes 

such as bleaching may have already affected these large fish.”

Rushikulya waits for Olive Ridleys
Even after waiting for almost a month, Olive Ridley turtles have not yet arrived 

for mass nesting at Odisha’s Rushikulya rookery and Devi river mouth. The 

reasons are not fully understood yet.

Mass nesting has already occurred at the Gahirmatha coast of the State.

Wildlife Institute of India’s (WII) scientist BivashPandav said it could not be 

said for sure whether mass nesting would occur or not at the Rushikulya 

rookery this year. According to Mr. Pandav, who has studied mass nesting 

along the Odisha coast over the past decades, mass nesting of Olive Ridleys 

can occur up to any time till the end of April.

Berhampur Divisional Forest Officer (DFO) AshisBehera said that, till now, 
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lakhs of impregnated female Olive Ridleys are continuing to congregate in 

the sea near the Rushikulya rookery, but they aren’t approaching the beach 

for mass nesting. “Sporadic nesting is continuing at this coast since February. 

Till now, over 1,000 mother turtles have nested at the Rushikulya rookery,” 

said Mr. Behera.

“Although it is held that climatic parameters as well as beach conditions 

decide mass nesting at a coast, we are still not sure how these parameters 

affect their decision-making,” said Mr. Pandav.

The Forest Department has readied six artificial hatcheries to incubate eggs 

resulting from sporadic nesting. The beach has been cleaned up. A metal net 

fences a stretch of over five kilometres from Gokharkuda to Prayagi — this 

fencing is expected to protect Olive Ridleys and their eggs from predators 

and human intervention. CCTV cameras continue to keep a watch on the 

nesting beach.

This year, the Forest Department also prepared a three-km-long coast near 

the Bahuda river mouth, from Sunapur to Anantpur, as an alternative mass 

nesting site, about 20 km to the south of Rushikulya. However, except for 

few occurrences of sporadic nesting, mass nesting has yet not occurred at 

this new beach.

India’s carbon dioxide emissions up 5%
India emitted 2,299 million tonnes of carbon dioxide in 2018, a 4.8% rise 

from last year, according to a report by the International Energy Agency 

(IEA). India’s emissions growth this year was higher than that of the United 

States and China — the two biggest emitters in the world — and this was 

primarily due to a rise in coal consumption. China, the United States, and 

India together accounted for nearly 70% of the rise in energy demand.
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India’s per capita emissions were about 40% of the global average and 

contributed 7% to the global carbon dioxide burden. The United States, the 

largest emitter, was responsible for 14%.

As per its commitments to the United Nations Framework Convention on 

Climate Change, India has promised to reduce the emissions intensity of its 

economy by 2030, compared to 2005 levels. It has also committed to having 

40% of its energy from renewable sources by 2030 and, as part of this, 

install 100 GW of solar power by 2022.

However the IEA report, made public  , showed that India’s energy intensity 

improvement declined 3% from last year even as its renewable energy 

installations increased 10.6% from last year.

Global energy consumption in 2018 increased at nearly twice the average 

rate of growth since 2010, driven by a robust global economy and higher 

heating and cooling needs in some parts of the world. Demand for all fuels 

increased, led by natural gas, even as solar and wind posted double digit 

growth. Higher electricity demand was responsible for over half of the growth 

in energy needs. Energy efficiency saw lacklustre improvement. As a result 

of higher energy consumption, carbon dioxide emissions rose 1.7% last year 

and hit a new record, the authors of the report said in a press statement.

The United States had the largest increase in oil and gas demand worldwide. 

Gas consumption jumped 10% from the previous year, the fastest increase 

since the beginning of IEA records in 1971.

India says it will cost at least $2.5trillion (Rs. 150 trillion approx.) to implement 

its climate pledge, around 71% of the combined required spending for all 

developing country pledges.

Govt. notifies new rules for drugs, clinical trials
The Union Health Ministry has notified the Drugs and Clinical Trials Rules, 
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2019, with the government stating that the move is aimed at promoting 

clinical research in the country.

The rules will apply to all new drugs, investigational new drugs for human 

use, clinical trials, bio-equivalence studies and ethics committees.

Time reduction

The highlights of the notification include reduction in time for approving 

applications, which has now come down to 30 days for drugs manufactured 

in India and 90 days for those developed outside the country. “Also, in case 

of no communication from Drugs Controller General of India, the application 

will be deemed to have been approved,” the notification said.

As per the new rule, the requirement of a local clinical trial may be waived for 

approval of a new drug if it is approved and marketed in any of the countries 

(EU, U.K., Australia, Japan and U.S.) specified by the Drugs Controller 

General with the approval of the government.

“The new rules will ensure patient safety and an ethics committee will monitor 

the trials and decide on the amount of compensation in cases of adverse 

events,” the Ministry said.

Is death by mosquito bite insurable?
Well, not if the mosquito bit the insured person in the Republic of Mozambique, 

the Supreme Court held   in a judgment.

The case concerns DebhashisBhattacharjee, who died of multiple organ 

failure after being diagnosed with encephalitis malaria contracted from a 

mosquito bite he sustained while working in Mozambique in 2012.

His insurance policy covered personal accidents. Both the State and the 

National Consumer Dipsutes Redressal Commissions dismissed the plea 

made by the insurance company, National Insurance Limited, that the man 

died as a result of an infection. The company argued that a mosquito bite 
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cannot be classified as a ‘personal accident’ covered under the policy.

The insurance company, represented by advocate Madhavi Divan, said 

death due to malaria was a common occurrence in Mozambique. Ms. Divan 

referred to the World Health Organisation’s World Malaria Report 2018, which 

showed that an estimated ten million cases of malaria in Mozambique and an 

estimated 14.7 thousand deaths in 2017.

A Bench led by Justice D.Y. Chandrachud disagreed with the conclusions of 

both the Consumer Disputes Commissions.

The National Commission too had agreed that if the insurance company could 

cover events like snake bite, frost bite and dog bite then why not mosquito 

bites.

In his 16-page judgment, Justice Chandrachud acknowledged that being 

“bitten by a mosquito is an unforeseen eventuality.”

However, the mosquito bit Mr. Bhatacharjee in Mozambique, which according 

to World Health Organisation has a population of 29.6 million people and 

accounts for 5% of the cases of malaria globally.

“It is on record that one out of three people in Mozambique is afflicted with 

malaria. It was not a peril insured against in the policy of accident insurance,” 

Justice Chandrachud said and set aside the decisions of the Consumer 

Disputes Commission.

Anti-sat weapons date back to Cold War
Anti-satellite weapon systems have a long history and were a product of the 

Cold War hostilities between the United States and the Soviet Union. However 

never have countries claimed credit for shooting down their satellites to test 

their ATS. India has made a departure.

What are anti-satellite (ASAT) weapons?

They are missile-based systems to attack moving satellites. So far the United 
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States, China and Russia were the only ones who’ve reported the ability to 

shoot down space objects from ground or airborne sources.

Anti-satellite weapons came back into popular currency after China 

conducted an anti-satellite missile test on January 11, 2007. The target 

was a Chinese weather satellite — the FY-1C – that sailed at an altitude 

of 865 km. (537 mi). A year later, the United States launched ‘Operation 

Burnt Frost,’ the code name to intercept and destroy a non-functioning U.S. 

National Reconnaissance Office (NRO) satellite named USA-193.

What are India’s capabilities so far?

India’s ASAT development has a long history with Dr. V.K. Saraswat, Director-

General of the Defence Research and Development Organisation stating in 

2012 that India had “all the building blocks necessary” to integrate an anti-

satellite weapon to neutralise hostile satellites in low earth and polar orbits. 

However there was never any formal announcement of such a mission.

What’s new about India’s ASAT system?

While Mission Shakti may have targeted an object in outer space, India has 

long developed the ability to intercept incoming missiles. In 2011, a modified 

Prithvimissile, mimicked the trajectory of a ballistic missile with a 600-km 

range. Radars at different locations swung into action, tracking the “enemy” 

missile, constructing its trajectory and passing on the information in real time 

to the Mission Control Centre (MCC) to launch the interceptor, an Advanced 

Air Defence (AAD) missile. It had a directional warhead to go close to the 

adversarial missile before exploding to inflict damage on it.

What are low earth orbit satellites?

The Indian satellite that was shot down was a Low Earth Orbit (LEO) satellite. 

These are satellites roughly at an altitude of 2,000 kilometres from the earth 

and that’s the region where the majority of satellites are concentrated. A 

database from the Union of Concerned Scientists, a non government 
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organisation based in the United States, says that there are at least 5 known 

Indian satellites in LEO: India PiSat, Resourcesat 2, Radar Imaging Satellites 

1and2 and SRMsat.

‘ASAT shows conversion of capability to technology’
The Anti-Satellite (ASAT) missile test conducted   demonstrates that we 

can protect our space assets as part of the all-round space capability, said 

Dr.AvinashChander, former Chief of the Defence Research and Development 

Organisation (DRDO).

“We have been working on ASAT capabilities for some time... Once we had 

long range missiles, and once we had the kill vehicles for our Anti-Ballistic 

Missile (ABM) defence, we had worked out in our mind that we had ASAT 

capability. Wednesday’s demonstration was converting that capability into 

a technology and a product which is a major step forward. That has been 

achieved,” Dr.Chander told The Hindu .

He was the architect of the Agni missile programme and the strategic 

weapons capability made major strides during his tenure. However, he said 

that no formal ASAT programme had been taken up earlier.

Dr.Chander said that existing booster and kill vehicle of the BMD programme 

has been adapted for the ASAT missile. The missile tested hit a satellite at 

300 km. ,Dr.Chander said India has “intentionally taken a low earth satellite 

where the debris does not last for more than a few months.”

He said it doesn’t matter íf the target satellite is 250 km or 800 away. “We can 

now reach any orbit, low earth and mid-earth...”

India’s monsoon should be robust provided no El Nino 
surprise:IMD
The monsoon, crucial for Asia’s third largest economy, is likely to be a robust 
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and healthy one this year provided there isn’t a surprise El Nino phenomenon, 

said K.J. Ramesh, D-G, IMD. The emergence of a strong El Nino triggered 

back-to-back droughts in 2014 and 2015, the fourth time in over a century, 

driving some Indian farmers to suicide. 

U.S. tracking debris from ASAT test
The United States has reacted to Prime Minister Modi’s statement that India 

had successfully tested an anti-satellite (ASAT) missile in what he termed 

Mission Shakti.

“The State Department saw PM Modi’s statement that announced India’s 

anti-satellite test. As part of our strong strategic partnership with India, we 

will continue to pursue shared interests in space and scientific and technical 

cooperation, including collaboration on safety and security in space,” a 

State Department spokesperson said via email to The Hindu , in response 

to questions on the U.S. position on the ASAT test.

The U.S. is one of the now four (including India) countries that has 

demonstrated an ability to strike down an orbiting satellite. U.S. President 

Donald Trump has been pushing for the U.S. to have a ‘Space Force’ and 

has directed the administration to enhance America’s space-war fighting 

capabilities. This has been driven in part by the long-standing American 

concern that China and Russia were developing their ASAT systems, putting 

American GPS-based technology at risk.

The U.S. reaction also raised the issue of space debris. “The issue of space 

debris is an important concern for the U.S. government. We took note of 

Indian government statements that the test was designed to address space 

debris issues,” the spokesperson said.

The U.S. is tracking over 250 pieces of debris from Mission Shakti. It will 

provide “close-approach notifications as required until the debris enters 
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the Earth’s atmosphere,” Pentagon spokesman Lieutenant Colonel Dave 

Eastburn said, according to Reuters .

India has said that there will be no space debris.

Debris from anti-satellite test to disintegrate in 45 days: 
official
The satellite targeted with an Anti-Satellite (ASAT) missile under Mission 

Shakti has broken up into at least 270 pieces, most of which are expected to 

disintegrate within 45 days, Defence sources said  .

“The satellite has disintegrated into at least 270 pieces which has also been 

confirmed by the North American Aerospace Defence Command (NORAD). 

One of them is a large piece that has been deorbited and is estimated to be 

completely degraded by April 5,” the official said. The rest of the pieces are 

estimated to disintegrate in less than 45 days, he stated.

Being in the Low Earth Orbit, the debris would fall towards earth and burn up 

as soon as they enter the atmosphere.

Imaging satellite

Officials identified the targeted satellite as Microsat-R, an imaging satellite 

that was launched by the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) on 

January 24 using a Polar Satellite Launch Vehicle. The satellite, weighing 

740 kg, was placed in an orbit of 274 km above earth.

The Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) shot down 

Microsat-R with a modified exo-atmospheric missile of the ballistic missile 

defence at an altitude of 300 km.

Being monitored

The ASAT test was tracked by sensors of various agencies. Upon impact, 

data transmission from the satellite stopped and electro-optic systems 

confirmed an explosion, the official said.
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Other ISRO satellites and systems too noticed the breakup of Microsat-R, 

another official said, adding that the debris was being monitored.

Separately, U.S. officials in Washington have confirmed the test and the 

debris generated. Lt. Gen. David Thompson, vice-commander of the U.S. 

Air Force Space Command, said in a hearing before a subcommittee of 

the U.S. Senate Armed Services Committee   that soon after the test, their 

agencies began collecting information about the break-up of the vehicle and 

are “tracking about 270 different objects in the debris field.”

“Likely, that number is going to grow as the debris field spreads out and we 

collect more sensor information,” he informed the committee and added that 

the debris posed no immediate threat to the International Space Station or 

most other satellites in Low Earth Orbit.

IIT Madras converts petroleum waste toluene into useful 
product
Using platinum nanocatalyst, a two-member team at the Indian Institute of 

Technology (IIT) Madras has successfully converted petroleum waste-product 

toluene into benzoic acid. Benzoic acid is used as a food preservative (E210) 

and medicine for fungal/bacterial infection. Toluene is converted into benzoic 

acid through selective and controlled oxidation in the presence of a catalyst 

— binaphthyl-stabilised platinum nanoparticles (Pt-BNP).

Green oxidant

Generally, organic reactions are carried out using organic solvents, which 

makes it expensive and also generates toxic waste. So in a departure from 

current practice, the team led by G. Sekar from the institute’s Department of 

Chemistry has used water as solvent to make it environment-friendly. Also, 

a green oxidant (70% aqueous tert-butyl hydroperoxide or TBHP) is used for 

converting toluene into benzoic acid.
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“When toluene is oxidised, it gives four products. But when we use the catalyst 

that we developed, only benzoic acid is produced. No alcohol, aldehyde or 

ester is produced,” says Prof.Sekar. The yield of benzoic acid varied from 68-

96% depending on whether the toluene used is electron-deficient or electron-

rich. The results of the study were published in the journal Applied Catalysis 

B: Environmental.

Central to the work is the novel catalysts that the team developed. Generally, 

platinum nanoparticles are not stable in nature as they tend to agglomerate 

and become macroparticles. The catalytic activity is reduced once it becomes 

macroparticles. The binaphthyl that is bound to platinum nanoparticles acts 

as a stabiliser and prevents nanoparticle agglomeration.

“Binaphthyl bound to platinum nanoparticles makes the catalyst easy to 

handle and stable. It is the stability of the catalyst to remain as nanoparticles 

that allows us to recover it and reuse the catalyst up to five times,” says 

Prof.Sekar. There was no change in the size of the catalyst even after being 

reused five times.

Toluene when oxidised gets converted into benzoic acid. Molecular oxygen 

when used alone does not oxidise toluene and so no benzoic acid is generated. 

So the researchers used TBHP as an oxidiser. “The catalyst reacts with TBHP 

to initiate the oxidisation reaction where toluene gets converted into benzoic 

acid through a series of reaction steps,” says RajibSaha, a PhD student at 

IIT Madras and co-author of the paper.

Economical combination

When used alone, a large quantity (four parts of TBHP to 1 part of toluene) of 

TBHP would be required for the conversion, which will not be economically 

favourable. In order to reduce the amount of TBHP used, the researchers 

also used molecular oxygen.

“In the presence of molecular oxygen, only two parts of TBHP are needed 
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for the conversion. So molecular oxygen behaves as a co-oxidiser,” says 

Prof.Sekar. “Molecular oxygen is cheap, so using it along with TBHP helps 

in reducing the cost.” The use of TBHP along with molecular oxygen also 

increased the yield of benzoic acid.

Camera traps reveal secret lives of rarely studied small cats
We know camera traps can help count tigers. Now, a team has used this 

technology to estimate activity patterns of some, rarely studied small cats of 

northeast India. Their findings suggest that factors other than inter-species 

competition could explain why some of these wild cats occur in the same 

area together.

Northeast India is home to nine wild cats, including the ‘standard four’: the 

clouded leopard, Asiatic golden cat, marbled cat and leopard cat. However, 

very little is known about these cats in this region at present, such as what 

times of the day they are most active or how they do not out-compete each 

other for resources despite living in the same ecosystem.

Standard four

A collaborative study by 14 researchers led by principal scientist Shomita 

Mukherjee (Salim Ali Centre for Ornithology and Natural History, Coimbatore) 

compiled information from ten independent camera trap studies to estimate 

the activity patterns of the ‘standard four’ in Assam, Arunachal Pradesh, 

Nagaland, Meghalaya and Mizoram. The team obtained 783 photo captures 

from around 27,500 trap nights (the total number of nights the camera traps 

were deployed) between 2013 and 2018. Based on the time that each photo 

was captured, they analysed their activity patterns.

Their results, published in the Journal of Threatened Taxa, reveal that all 

four cats occurred together only in three of the 10 sites surveyed. Analyses 

of activity patterns showed that Asiatic golden cats and marbled cats were 
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strongly diurnal, the clouded leopard largely crepuscular and nocturnal, and 

the leopard cat mostly nocturnal. Like others across southeast Asia, this 

study also found that the activity times of the marbled cat and leopard cat did 

not overlap much, in areas where they occurred together and otherwise.

According to the authors, this suggests something other than inter-species 

competition could be at work here. Both cats could be utilising different 

niches (marbled cats have long tails that suggest arboreality so they could 

be catching arboreal prey, while leopard cats are known to feed primarily on 

ground prey, especially rodents), said Dr. Mukherjee.

“However, more detailed studies of several aspects including diet and activity 

would be required to confirm this,” she said. The study also shows how data 

from already conducted camera trap studies can be used to learn more about 

other less-known species, she added.

Nanomagnet assembly to make up efficient logic gate
A group at Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Hyderabad has proposed 

a novel design methodology for constructing an adder logic gate using 

nanomagnets from magnetic quantum dot cellular automata. At a stage when 

conventional CMOS (Complementary metal oxide semiconductor) devices 

are approaching a saturation in terms of power efficiency, this comes as an 

effective step towards a complementary approach. AI applications such as 

speech and face recognition, used for instance in self-driving cars, require 3D 

cameras and real-time processing. These are computation-intensive and in 

dire need of efficient solutions. This technology is a complementary solution 

to CMOS devices in this, being both power efficient and non-volatile. In a 

paper published in IEEE Transactions in Nanotechnology, the group shows 

how modifying the shape and alignment of the nanomagnet assembly can 
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improve earlier models of such adders.

Santhosh Sivasubramani, research scholar and the first author of the paper, 

explains the advantage: Power dissipation in CMOS logic circuits can be 

divided into dynamic and static dissipation. The former is caused by on-

currents passing through the CMOS logic gates due to logic operations, and 

the latter by leakage currents in the CMOS gates even during standby mode 

in which no logical operations are executed. If the system is turned off, it loses 

its state data; however, in nanomagnetic computing, it possess the property 

of non-volatility. “Dramatic reductions in power consumption are possible in 

magnetic chips down to as little as one-millionth the amount of energy per 

operation used by transistors in modern computers,” he says.

Graphene

Initially, around year 2000, copper wires were used in the circuit along with the 

nanomagnets. However, the sizes of these wires were large compared with 

the nanomagnets. This group, under the leadership of Amit Acharyya from 

Department of Electrical Engineering, IIT Hyderabad, tried and succeeded 

in using graphene wires which circumvented this problem. “Now, to make 

the logic gates, we are proposing nanomagnets with special shape and 

alignment,” says Dr.Acharyya.

To obtain a MQCA (Magnetic Quantum-dot Cellular Automata) circuit that 

performs a logic operation, such as addition, normally three oval nanomagnets 

need to be used for input and one for output . Further, the input nanomagnets 

need to be driven by an external driver magnet.

The two techniques the team advocates are using slant-edged nanomagnets 

(which are rectangular in shape but with a slant cut at one corner) and also 

those that are aligned at 45 degree angle with respect to the other nanomagnets 

used. This drastically reduces the number of nanomagnets needed and also 

the power consumption. “We already have undertaken the work on getting 
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32-bit and 64-bit adder circuits developed using this proposed concept so 

that larger circuits implementation will become feasible,” says Dr.Acharyya.

Climate change may hit India’s wind power
Increased warming in the Indian Ocean and the resultant weakening of the 

Indian summer monsoon may come in the way of India’s goal of leading the 

world’s wind power generation.

Analysing the available wind and atmospheric data from 1980-2016, 

researchers from Harvard University, U.S., and National Climate Center in 

Beijing, China, found the potential electricity production of windmills across 

India had decreased by about 13%. And this trend might continue.

However, researchers in India have raised doubts about the results of the 

study. “The data used by the team does not correlate with the live data we 

have. We have started additional studies to validate these results and will 

publish the findings soon,” says Dr. K. Balaraman, Director General, National 

Institute of Wind Energy, Chennai, under the Government’s Ministry of New 

and Renewable Energy.

In the paper published last December in Science Advances, the researchers 

showed a decline in electricity production in the States of Rajasthan, 

Maharashtra, Gujarat, and Karnataka. No significant decline was seen in 

Tamil Nadu, which is located on the east coast and, thus, had different wind 

conditions during summer.

Long-term goals

“The government could concentrate on setting up more projects in this region 

[Tamil Nadu] as the lifetime of wind turbines is 20 to 30 years. We need to 

look at long-term goals,” says MengGao, a postdoctoral fellow at the School 

of Engineering and Applied Sciences, Harvard University and the first author 

of the study. The researchers showed that 63% of the annual production 
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of electricity from wind is contributed by winds in spring (March-May) and 

summer (June-August). Interestingly, they found a decrease in wind power 

during these months. This could be due to the weakening of the Indian 

summer monsoon during this period.

Summer winds

Summer winds in India are driven by the temperature contrast between the 

Indian subcontinent and the Indian Ocean, and the warming in the Indian 

Ocean reduced this contrast. Also, warming of the Equatorial Indian Ocean 

resulted in a decline in the wind speed.

The Indian government has set a target of 60 GW of cumulative wind power 

capacity by 2022. The researchers say that this goal can be beneficial only 

if planners in India take these historical reconstructions into account while 

setting up wind power installations in the future. “Our findings can provide 

suggestions on where to build more wind turbines to minimise the influences 

of climate change,” said Prof. Michael B. McElroy, from the School of 

Engineering and Applied Sciences, Harvard University and senior author of 

the study in a release.
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DRDO Chairman wins missile systems award
The American Institute of Aeronautics and Astronautics (AIAA) has selected 

G. Satheesh Reddy, the Secretary of India’s Department of Defence R&D 

and Chairman of the Defence Research and Development Organisation 

(DRDO) as the co-winner of the 2019 Missile Systems Award for his role 

in the design and development of diversified strategic and tactical missile 

systems.

“Dr. G. Satheesh Reddy, Chairman of the DRDO, Ministry of Defence, India, 

was selected for his over three decades of significant national contributions 

toward indigenous design, development, and deployment of diversified 

strategic and tactical missile systems, guided weapons, advanced avionics, 

and navigation technologies in India,” AIAA said.

“He is the first person outside the U.S. to be awarded with this prestigious 

award in nearly four decades,” a defence source said.

Dr. Reddy will share the prize with Rondell J. Wilson, a former Principal 

Engineering Fellow of Raytheon Missile Systems.

Earlier, as the head of Research Centre Imarat (RCI), Dr. Reddy had played 

a key role in the development of several critical defence technologies, 

including an indigenous seeker.

Coming soon: the Indian museum of natural history
From dinosaur fossils to pre-human skulls, India is home to a vast treasury of 

geological and paleontological specimens that contain a wealth of scientific 

information about the planet and its history. But these rare specimens are 

scattered in different labs all over the country. So, to better conserve this 

prehistoric heritage, the government is planning to house them in one place 

— an ‘Earth Museum’.
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This museum will be modelled on the American Museum of Natural History, 

or the Smithsonian museum in the U.S. The museum, which will be set up as 

a public-private partnership, would be located somewhere in Delhi, Noida or 

Gurugram, said G.V.R Prasad, head of the Department of Geology, University 

of Delhi.

K. VijayRaghavan, Principal Scientific Adviser (PSA) to the Prime Minister, 

said at a press conference   that such a repository was necessary to make 

people aware of India’s palaeontological and geological wealth. “There is 

a lot of history here, but somehow it hasn’t been communicated well,” he 

said. Another concern, he added, was that several collections of fossils and 

important geological specimens weren’t properly organised, and they survived 

only due to the efforts of individual researchers who maintained them within 

their labs. A single site, accessible to the public as well as researchers wanting 

to investigate rare and important finds, was necessary, Mr. VijayRaghavan 

said.

Plan takes shape

The PSA led a meeting of the Prime Minister’s Science, Technology and 

Innovation Advisory Council (PM-STIAC) last November, where the need 

for such a museum was endorsed. A meeting of experts from the U.S., the 

U.K, and South Korea to discuss the practical aspects of developing and 

maintaining such a museum is scheduled to be held in Delhi in the first 

week of April, Mr. Prasad told The Hindu . “India doesn’t have a single such 

museum of repute, or a repository where new finds may be compared to 

those already discovered. I’m not too sure about the future of the collections 

in my own department in Delhi University once I retire,” he added. India has 

a rich geological history and fossils dating back to the breaking up of the 

Gondwanaland super-continent nearly 150 million years ago. Prominent fossils 

include the jaw of an extinct ape, Gigantopithecusbilaspurensi, dinosaur eggs 

so large they were mistaken for cannon balls, and the skeleton of a horned 
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carnivore, Rajasaurusnarmadensis, or the royal Narmada dinosaur.

SoumyaSwaminathan is WHO chief scientist
As part of the reforms at the World Health Organisation (WHO), 

SoumyaSwaminathan has been moved from the position of Deputy Director-

General to chief scientist heading the division created to strengthen the 

organisation’s core scientific work and ensure the quality and consistency of 

its norms and standards.

Previously, she was one of the three Deputy Director-Generals supporting 

the Director-General in overseeing all programmes. She was the first Indian 

to hold the post. WHO said in a statement: “The world has changed, which is 

why we have articulated a new mission statement.”

‘India turning into religious orthodoxy’
In her latest book India in Distress, West Bengal Chief Minister and Trinamool 

Congress leader Mamata Banerjee has said that under the Narendra Modi 

regime, India was converting into a country of religious orthodoxy.

The book was launched by Trinamool MP Derek O’ Brien in the capital  .

“Under this BJP regime, India is losing its feature of being non-violent, secular 

and harmonious and is being converted into a country of religious orthodoxy, 

violence and brutality,” Ms Banerjee wrote.

There was a “conspiracy”, Ms. Banerjee noted, to “erase the very memory 

of Mahatma Gandhi, especially his work towards the making of a secular 

India.

DGCA bars Boeing 737 MAX 8 after global alarm
The European Union Aviation Safety Agency said it was suspending all flight 
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operations of the two variants by airlines “entering into, flying within and out 

of the EU.”

Germany, France, Austria, Netherlands, Ireland and Malaysia, too, barred 

the Boeing 737 MAX 8 aircraft from their airspace.

Aerospace manufacturer Boeing, meanwhile, reiterated its “full confidence in 

the safety of the 737 MAX.”

The manufacturer said it “did not have any basis to issue a fresh guidance to 

operators”. According to reports, the Malaysian government is considering a 

review its order of 25 Boeing 737 MAX 8 for its flagship Malaysia Airlines.

Three Latin American airlines - Aero Mexico, Aerolineas, GOL - as well as 

Icelandair, Oman Air, Turkish Airlines, Morocco’s Royal Air Maroc, South 

Korean Airline Eastar Jet, announced that they were suspending operations 

of the Boeing 737 MAX 8s.

An Indian pilot who flies the Boeing 737 MAX 8, spoke to The Hindu on the 

condition of anonymity, to say: “I am fatalistic. Pilots don’t have a choice and 

need to fly the plane to keep their job, but I feel sorry for passengers, who 

may be unaware of the safety concerns.” He added that airlines continuing to 

fly the aircraft were “turning a blind eye” to safety.

Earlier in the day, SpiceJet had played down safety concerns with aircraft. 

“The Boeing 737 MAX 8 is a highly sophisticated aircraft. It has flown hundreds 

of thousands of hours globally and some of the world’s largest airlines are 

flying this aircraft,” it said in its statement.

United State’s regulatory body Federal Aviation Administration (FAA) 

informed international aviation authorities that it doesn’t have data to “draw 

any conclusions or take any actions”, according to media reports.

“Boeing must act quickly to identify whether there is indeed a technical issue 

and if there is, fix it swiftly to avoid a potential rash of cancelled orders that 

will play into the hands of its closest competitors,” analytics firm GlobalData 

urged in a statement.
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U.S. puts Pakistan on notice over terror attack
Asked about the steps being taken by Pakistan after the Balakot airstrike, 

the official said the U.S. and the international community needed to see 

“irreversible and sustained” action against the terror groups. “It’s early to 

make a full assessment,” the official said.

In the recent days, the official said, Pakistan had taken some “initial” actions. 

It had frozen the assets of some terror groups and made some arrests. It 

had taken administrative control of some of the JeM facilities. “But we clearly 

need to see more. We need to see irreversible action because in thepast, 

what we’ve seen is they made some arrests and then a few months later, 

they released these individuals. The terrorist leaders are sometimes still 

allowed to travel around the country, hold rallies,” the official said.

Reiterating that the U.S. was looking for “irreversible action,” he said the 

U.S. was working with its international partners to increase pressure on 

Pakistan.

‘Dolyatra’ awash in saffron and green
Dolyatra, as Holi is known in West Bengal, marks the advent of spring and 

is also celebrated with fervour as the last festival before the Bengali New 

Year. This time, festivities were intermingled with the political frenzy of the 

upcoming Lok Sabha election.

Kiafat Ali’s quaint shop in the South Kolkata constituency was crowded. “The 

entire Bhawanipore ward buys colours from me before Holi,” he said. “I have 

played occasionally, but it’s really my grandchildren who play with colours,” 

he said.

Kiafat chacha (uncle) fills up his general store with Holi essentials before 

the festival, including pichkari s (hand-held pump to squirt coloured water) 

andgulal (colour powders).
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Bags full of gulal were also stocked up in party offices, with record sales of 

green, the colour of the Trinamool Congress (TMC), in the constituency.

Gerua (saffron), the colour of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), also gained 

prominence this year. Red abir is favoured by the Left, especially when they 

bag a seat or two. “Green and saffron are very popular this year. They are 

selling out fast,” Mr.Ali said. The two main contenders in West Bengal in the 

2019 elections are TMC and BJP.

Elaborate plans

The pre-poll festival in the State has seen colourful processions, community 

celebrations in housing complexes, distribution of sweets and gulal, and 

evening get-togethers, with candidates finding ways to bond with citizens. 

Nominees of both the TMC and the BJP drew up elaborate plans for the 

festival. Nearly all candidates were seen in their neighbourhoods, touching 

the feet of elders and hugging the young.

Modern celebrations remain reflective of the tradition of BasantaUtsav 

initiated by Rabindranath Tagore in Shantiniketan, Bolpur. Asit Mal, TMC 

candidate from Bolpur, said, “We celebrated Dol in Gurudev’s [Tagore] 

abode to celebrate harmony and togetherness, and flush out all the 

political negativity that has been hammered into our brains.” Gulal , and 

flame-coloured palash andkrishnachura flowers, are a part of this historic 

celebration.

The Left, however, appeared more muted in its celebration. Left MP candidate 

Dr.Nandini Mukherjee remarked Holi was “a thing of the past” for her.

EU gives U.K. new Brexit deadlines
Brexit is to be delayed till April 12 at the earliest, after European leaders 

agreed to a modified version of Theresa May’s request for an extension. Now, 

if Ms. May’s withdrawal deal is passed by MPs next week, then Brexit will be 
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delayed till May 22 — the day before elections to the European Parliament 

are set to take place.

If it fails, then the U.K. will be given time till April 12, two weeks after the date 

the U.K. had been set to leave the EU, to come up with a plan, the European 

Council said, following a meeting in Brussels late  . “What this means in 

practice is that until that date, all options will remain open, and the cliff-edge 

will be delayed,” said European Council president Donald Tusk. Britain still 

had the choice between a deal, no-deal, a long extension and revoking Article 

50, he added.

The European Commission plan, which differs considerably from Ms. May’s 

original request to delay Brexit till June 30 if her deal were passed, throws 

new uncertainty at Brexit, even as its date has been pushed back. Ms. May 

had been planning to bring her meaningful vote back to MPs next week, with 

the deadline of March 29 looming and the prospect of crashing out without a 

deal.

However, with the government still struggling to get a majority of MPs to 

back her deal — particularly after her remarks blaming Parliament for the 

mess backfired — it is yet unclear precisely when the vote will take place. 

Speaking in the House of Commons, Kwasi Kwarteng, a junior Minister within 

the Brexit Department, initially declined to put a precise date forward before 

acknowledging that it is likely to take place next week.

As a result of the European Council decision, the government will also table 

the necessary legislation to move the date of Brexit.

The developments are also piling pressure on the government to hold a series 

of indicative votes for parliamentarians to be able to identify the options they 

wish to pursue should the deal be rejected next week. “If the meaningful vote 

does not get through, we will have to look at alternatives,” acknowledged Mr. 

Kwarteng. There were “three choices facing the House — accepting the deal, 

no deal or revoking Article 50”, he said. However, were indicative votes to 
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take place, they would likely be free votes, he added.

Alternative ways

A cross-party group of MPs, including Britain’s former Attorney-General 

for England and Wales Dominic Grieve, and Hilary Benn (a former Labour 

Minister) are planning to table an amendment next week to give the House 

of Commons the power to identify alternative ways forward.

They are fearful that even with the delay, the government could continue with 

the same strategy regardless. “Very worried the PM still wants her delay or 

no deal and will run down the clock again till we end up with no deal chaos on 

April 12,” said Labour MP Yvette Cooper. “If the PM’s deal isn’t passed, the 

government must set out a plan to prevent no deal on April 12.”

Public pressure has been growing this week, amid little signs of progress and 

willingness to compromise by the government.

A march for another referendum, “The People’s Vote”, is due to take place   

in central London, while a petition calling for Article 50 to be revoked has 

gained over 3.2 million signatories. The government has insisted that it would 

be wrong to cancel Brexit — despite the public campaign — as it would 

undermine public trust in politics.

CBSE looks to AI, yoga as new subjects
The CBSE will introduce artificial intelligence (AI), early childhood care 

education and yoga as new subjects in school curriculums from the upcoming 

academic session, an official said.

“The CBSE is introducing artificial intelligence as an optional 6th subject at 

Class IX from the session 2019-2020 onwards. To enhance the multidisciplinary 

approach in teaching learning and also to sensitise the new generation, it 

was decided that schools may start AI “inspire module” of 12 hours in Class 

VIII itself,” the senior board official said.
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A story of grit and determination
In a world where start-ups are seen as glamorous icons of business, it sounds 

almost cliched to talk of traits needed for success.

But it becomes awe-inspiring when you peep into the history of an industrial 

group — that traces its roots to an environment more than 100 years ago 

— and find that business acumen, self-belief, sheer grit and occasional 

serendipity all contribute to the success of a venture.

In the book ‘Integrity and Excellence, The Sanmar Story,’ author V. Sriram 

takes us on a journey tracing The Sanmar Group’s fortunes from the early 

20th century till date.

Serendipity is when local rulers in the 13th century excavate a canal from the 

confluence of a couple of rivers, making it flow through the area from which 

the group’s promoters hail. This diversion caused fertility in a traditionally 

arid region, resulting in prosperity.

Business acumen is when the founding father of the group, S.N.N. 

SankaralingaIyer made his family’s banking business a formal organisation 

and invested in other opportunities — from salt pans, to ink and rubber. The 

last mentioned was through a company that was acquired. In an endeavour 

to make this profitable, his son K.S. Narayanan took the first step into 

chemicals, with which he and his descendants would remain associated 

forever, the book says.

One lingering theme in the book, across generations, times and geography, 

is that every other venture of the group has faced seemingly insurmountable 

obstacles — be they raw material problems, supply of power, delay in 

approvals, political interference or economic upheaval. Grit, focus and self-

belief played a role in seeing these through, time and again.

Of interest is the story of its Cuddalore plant in Tamil Nadu. The group chose 

the location — declared an industrial area — to expand its PVC (polyvinyl 

chloride) capacity. When word got out regarding its plans, a rival group — 
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that had wanted to set up a thermal plant 20 years prior, but which did not 

take off — made life difficult, the book says. The group had to deal with local 

mobs ‘threatening life and limb.’ “Politicians, civil servants, bankers, lawyers, 

people whose company we do not court normally, all came into play.”

At one point, a ship with imported raw material arrived but had to wait at sea 

for months. The group believed enough in the opportunity and spent Rs. 

17.50 crore per month on this, till issues were resolved.

In all, a must-read for entrepreneurs who believe technology alone can solve 

all of the world’s problems.


