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    About the ‘CRUX’

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

Best Wishes
Editorial Board
Team Aspirant Forum

   Courtesy:
   The Hindu
   Press Information Bureau (PIB)
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India’s ASAT test a response to growing space threats: 
France
Stating that defence and offensive space technologies are being developed 

with various aims of spying, gaining control, deactivating service and 

destroying, French Envoy in India Alexandre Ziegler has supported India’s 

Anti-Satellite (ASAT) missile test as a response to these growing threats.

“India shared the same observation and desire to act, which is actually 

reflected in Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s announcement of the ASAT 

missile test on March 27 this year. It is obvious that it was a clear response 

to an assessment of growing threats in the outer space. And that’s an 

assessment that we share…,” Mr. Ziegler said addressing the 5th Kalpana 

Chawla annual space policy dialogue organised by the Observer Research 

Foundation (ORF) that began.

Debris concerns

He also observed that outer space has become an “arena of rivalry between 

major powers.”

At the same time, he said there was common concern on space debris. 

Satellites today have to avoid almost 6,00,000 debris of over 1cm travelling 

at speed faster than a bullet, he stated.

On March 27, India shot down a live satellite in the Low Earth Orbit (LEO) 

of 300 km using a modified interceptor of the Ballistic Missile Defence 

(BMD) system. Officials had stated that the LEO was particularly chosen 

to minimise space debris.

India and France, which have been cooperating in the area of space 

for several decades, had announced the setting up of a constellation of 

satellites for maritime surveillance of the Indian Ocean. Mr. Ziegler said 

as part of this, the two countries are co-developing a constellation 10-

15 satellites that could help “monitor the maritime traffic in the Indian 
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Ocean.”

Maritime surveillance

“It is part of the joint vision that we signed. It is a civilian project,” he 

stated.

In this regard, Rod Hilton, Deputy High Commissioner of Australia, said his 

country was keen to be part of the broader maritime security cooperation 

and was working with India and France. “We have signed technology 

cooperation agreements with the Indian Space Research Organisation 

(ISRO) and space situational awareness is part of that,” he said.

As space gets increasingly crowded, Mr. Ziegler also called for the need to 

regulate space traffic on the lines of air traffic or railways. He said France 

shares India’s view on the use of outer space for peaceful purposes and 

said, “We therefore refuse any destabilising arms race, which would be 

detrimental to all of us.”

Government notifies taking over of National Housing Bank 
from RBI
[Important for: Economy, Polity & Governance]

The government has issued a notification taking over the National Housing 

Bank (NHB) after buying entire stake for ₹1,450 crore from the Reserve 

Bank of India (RBI).

The RBI has exited the NHB, thus making it a fully government-owned entity. 

The central bank was holding 100% stake in the NHB, the housing finance 

regulator.

The move is part of ending the cross-holding in regulatory institutions and 

follows the recommendation of Narasimham-II committee report of October 

2001 and the RBI’s own discussion paper on the same, titled ‘Harmonising 
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the Role and Operations of Development Financial Institutions and Banks’.

“The central government hereby notifies that the subscribed capital of ₹1,450 

crore of the NHB by the RBI, stands transferred to, and vested in the central 

government upon payment of the face value of the subscribed capital, to the 

RBI, with effect from the 19th day of March, 2019,” said the finance ministry 

notification dated April 29.

The Narasimham panel had said the RBI could not own those entities which 

are regulated by it.

The RBI has also divested its shareholding in Nabard. The central bank 

held 72.5 per cent equity in Nabard worth ₹1,450 crore, of which 71.5 per 

cent amounting to ₹1,430 crore were divested way back in October 2010 

and the residual shareholding was divested on February 26, 2019.

Earlier, based on the second Narasimham committee recommendations, 

the RBI had proposed to transfer its ownership in State Bank of India, NHB 

and Nabard to the government in October 2001.

The decision to establish NHB was announced in the Budget 1987-88. 

Following that, the National Housing Bank Bill, providing a legislative 

framework for the NHB, was passed by Parliament in the winter session of 

1987 and it became an Act on December 23, 1987.

The National Housing Policy of 1988 envisaged setting up of the NHB as 

the apex institution to promote the housing sector.

Ten principles to do justice to NYAY
Here is a scary but plausible scenario for the NyuntamAay Yojana (NYAY). 

If there’s a Congress-led coalition government at the centre later this year, 

a committee will be asked to suggest ways of identifying the poorest 20% 

households for the purpose of giving them ₹6,000 per month each.
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This committee will recommend some sort of scoring system based on 

household characteristics. To implement this, a Socio-Economic Census 

will be conducted soon after the Census 2021—much as with the Socio-

Economic and Caste Census of 2011, but with “caste” discreetly dropped 

since nothing came of it last time.

The entire exercise will create a new class of households that enjoy a monthly 

allowance roughly equivalent to full-time employment at the minimum wage. 

Some of them will come from highly vulnerable groups, but others not, 

because of the unreliable nature of this identification exercise. For the same 

reason, many poor households will be left out.

Discontent will spread, tensions will simmer, and the whole scheme will be 

considered by many as a gross injustice —anyay rather than nyay. Five 

years down the line, in 2024, the Congress will pay the price for this chaos 

in the next genera elections.

This is not, of course, the only possible scenario. And even in this pessimistic 

scenario, many poor people will live better lives.

If I bring it up, it is to illustrate the fact that the operational aspects of NYAY 

are not an incidental matter, as some proponents of the minimum income 

guarantee scheme seem to suggest.

I am also drawing attention to the potential “divisiveness” of NYAY. This 

concern arises from a combination of relatively low coverage (20% of the 

population) and large benefits—many times larger than anything being 

provided to poor people today under any scheme. Shocking as it may 

sound, ₹6,000 per month is the sort of salary that many informal-sector 

workers earn in the poorer states—say chowkidars (watchmen) or domestic 

workers. People struggle, bribe, cheat and fight for jobs of this kind.

Selecting 20% of households for an unconditional monthly allowance 

of ₹6,000 is likely to be a chaotic and divisive exercise.
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The role of NYAY

On the face of it, India already has the basic foundations of a social security 

system. The public distribution system (PDS) provides a modicum of food and 

economic security to 67% of the population under the National Food Security 

Act, 2013. The Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee 

Act, 2005 (MGNREGA) gives every rural household an opportunity to earn 

a basic wage on local public works, for up to 100 days in the year.

Social security pensions are in place for the elderly, widows and disabled 

persons. Maternity benefits of ₹6,000 per child are a legal right of all Indian 

women under the National Food Security Act. Most children receive nutrition 

supplements and health services under the Mid Day Meal Scheme and the 

Integrated Child Development Services (ICDS).

In practice, this safety net is still rife with holes. The PDS, despite considerable 

improvement in recent years, remains prone to leakages and exclusion 

errors. MGNREGA employment is far from “guaranteed”, even to those who 

make a formal application for it. The coverage of social security pensions 

is still very patchy in many states. Maternity benefits have been illegally 

restricted, under the Pradhan Mantri Matru Vandana Yojana (PMMVY), to 

the first living child.

Further, all these schemes have low benefits: MGNREGA wage rates are 

below the minimum wage in many states; PMMVY benefits have been 

reduced (illegally again) to ₹5,000 per child; the central government’s 

contribution to social security pensions has stagnated at a measly ₹200 per 

month for more than 12 years, and so on.

Against this background, the NYAY promise deserves serious consideration, 

as a means of plugging the holes and enhancing the benefits.

However, NYAY is both an opportunity and a threat. A well-planned NYAY, 

integrated with other foundations of India’s social security system, could 
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be the next leap forward. But if NYAY displaces or undermines the existing 

foundations of social security without putting something better in place, it 

could also turn into a bull in the china shop.

Ten tips for Nyay

For convenience, I shall use a prescriptive tone, but the intention is just to 

float some ideas for discussion.

FIRST, NYAY is best recognized for what it is: a massive pension scheme. 

The initial idea was to guarantee a minimum income ( ₹12,000 per month 

according to Congress president Rahul Gandhi) by filling the gap, household-

wise, between minimum income and actual income. This “top-up” approach, 

however, is impractical. On 25 March 2019, it gave way to the “flat-rate” 

approach, where all recipients get the same unconditional benefit of ₹6,000 

per month. In that case, NYAY might as well be seen as a pension scheme—

taking the word “pension” in the broad sense of a basic income allowance, 

not necessarily restricted to those who are unable to work.

SECOND, the “6x20” formula ( ₹6,000 a month for 20% of the population) 

should not be treated as a sacrosanct prescription, but as a benchmark for 

the commitment being made to this pension scheme. If something roughly 

equivalent but more effective is possible, it should be considered.

THIRD, consideration should also be given to the possibility of individual 

pensions instead of, or along with, household pensions. As things stand, 

NYAY is taken to involve household pensions of ₹6,000 per month. This 

works out to ₹1,200 per month in per-capita terms, on average, assuming 

a household size of five. As an initial benchmark, individual pensions could 

be pegged at ₹1,200 per month. With the same budget, NYAY could cover 

50 million household pensions of ₹6,000 per month, or 250 million individual 

pensions of ₹1,200 per month, or any other combination of household and 

individual pensions that covers about 20% of the population. This would 
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help to depart from the rigidity of the 6x20 formula.

FOURTH, the first call on individual NYAY pensions should go to the elderly, 

widows and disabled persons. These individuals tend to live very deprived 

lives, not just among poor households. India already has a pension scheme 

for them, the National Social Assistance Programme (NSAP). As mentioned 

earlier, however, the central government contribution to NSAP pensions is 

abysmally low. Many states supplement this from their own funds, but even 

the supplement-inclusive amounts are small.

Moreover, NSAP covers only 33 million pensioners—barely one fourth of 

the reference group. Under NYAY, social security pensions for the elderly, 

widows and disabled persons could be universalized at an enhanced rate 

of ₹1,200 per month, plus state supplements. Better perhaps, the coverage 

could be “quasi-universal”: universal subject to well-defined exclusion 

criteria. NSAP has a good record, this is largely a matter of expanding the 

scheme.

FIFTH, on a similar note, NYAY could cover enhanced maternity benefits 

of ₹1,200 per month for six months, or even 12 months, for all pregnant 

women (except those already receiving maternity benefits in the formal 

sector). One possible concern is that this might hamper the drive towards 

lower fertility rates. But fertility rates are declining steadily, and India is now 

very close to the replacement level of 2.1 children per woman.

A minor reduction in the rate of fertility decline, if it happens at all, is perhaps 

not a major issue, compared with the need to protect the well-being of 

mothers and children. States like Tamil Nadu are already giving maternity 

benefits larger than what is being proposed here, and no spike in fertility has 

been reported there.

SIXTH, NYAY should also provide for automatic inclusion of some highly 

vulnerable groups such as particularly vulnerable tribal groups (PVTGs), 
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nomadic tribes and manual scavengers. These groups are already identified 

to a large extent, in the population census or elsewhere. Jharkhand already 

has a pension scheme for all PVTGs, which seems to help them a lot. The 

rehabilitation of manual scavengers is an unresolved challenge that has 

haunted India for decades. NYAY may be the chance to cross that bridge.

SEVENTH, a reasonable proportion of NYAY pensions could be allocated 

at the discretion of gram panchayats and gram sabhas. Centralized 

identification of poor households is bound to involve substantial exclusion 

errors. Further, the economic status of a household varies over time, and it 

is difficult for centralized databases to keep up. Community identification, 

of course, raises its own problems, including the possibility of corruption 

and conflict. Leaving the allocation of all or most NYAY pensions to the 

discretion of gram panchayats and gram sabhas would probably be a 

mistake. However, there is a case for their having discretion over at least a 

small share of NYAY pensions, to reduce exclusion errors.

EIGHTH, NYAY pensions should be heavily concentrated in rural areas. 

The reason is that living conditions and economic insecurity are generally 

much worse in rural areas than urban areas. This is not always evident 

from, say, National Sample Survey (NSS) data on per-capita expenditure. 

Indeed, according to some NSS-based poverty estimates, urban poverty is 

as high as rural poverty in many states.

This rural-urban comparison, however, is fraught with problems, including 

price-index issues and the difficulty of accounting for differences in living 

environment, social infrastructure, and so on.

“Multi-dimensional poverty” estimates, based on a direct assessment of 

living conditions, point to a much sharper rural-urban contrast. For instance, 

the estimated multi-dimensional poverty headcount was as high as 36.5% in 

rural India in 2015-16, compared with just 9% in urban India. These figures 
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imply that 90% of poor people in India live in rural areas.

NINTH, NYAY should begin as a scheme and then move towards a legal 

framework, if it works reasonably well. Without a legal framework, the 

scheme could prove short-lived. The law should provide for indexation of 

NYAY pension amounts on the price level, or even better, for some increase 

in the real value of NYAY pensions over time.

FINALLY, the technology of cash transfers needs careful thought. Despite 

tall claims of financial inclusion, India still lacks a reliable and user-friendly 

infrastructure for cash transfers in rural areas. Several attempts to replace 

PDS food rations with cash transfers in recent years have had sobering 

results, partly due to defective payment systems. The Aadhaar Payment 

Bridge System is a particularly problematic technology.

The last thing NYAY needs is a technological mess that compounds all the 

other risks involved.

In conclusion

These ten suggestions do not add up to a clear plan for NYAY. They would, 

however, make it possible to redeem about half of NYAY’s promise within 

a couple of years, in a fairly safe and appealing manner. What I have in 

mind is that the initial target groups I have proposed are likely to add up to 

something like 10-12% of the population—about half of NYAY’s proposed 

coverage of 20%.

Covering them as a “first step” would have the great advantage of avoiding 

divisiveness, and indeed, creating a broad constituency for NYAY: a large 

majority of households would have a stake in it, as potential recipients of 

old-age pensions and maternity benefits. Further, the operational challenge 

would be much reduced, since it is largely a matter of expanding schemes 

that are already in place.

The other half of NYAY I shall leave, for now, to the imagination of the reader 
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and future commentators. This is not to say that the first step should be 

taken without being clear about the next one. NYAY will need an end-to-

end roadmap before it is launched. That, however, is likely to require a 

participatory consultation process—not restricted to economists—over a 

period of time. Forming an expert committee to operationalize the 6x20 

formula will not do.

Lightning caused emergency landing of Sukhoi plane: pilot
The pilot of a Russian passenger plane that erupted in a ball of fire on the 

runway of Moscow’s busiest airport, killing 41 people, said lightning led to 

the emergency landing.

Investigators were   working to understand the causes of the blaze after 

the Sukhoi Superjet-100 had to return to Sheremetyevo Airport shortly after 

take-off Sunday evening.

Communication lost

Pilot Denis Yevdokimov told Russian media that the aircraft lost 

communication and needed to switch to emergency control mode “because 

of lightning” on the Aeroflot flight to the Arctic city of Murmansk. He did not 

specify if the plane was struck directly.

“We managed to restore communication through the emergency frequency 

on our radio connection. But the link was only for a short time and kept cutting 

out... it was possible to say only a few words,” he told the Komsomolskaya 

Pravda newspaper.

Videos on social media showed the plane crash-landing and then speeding 

along the runway with flames pouring from its fuselage. People could be 

seen leaping onto an inflatable slide at the front and running from the blazing 

plane as columns of black smoke billowed into the sky.
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Another video shot inside the cabin showed roaring flames outside the 

window and passengers crying out in panic. Mr. Yevdokimov said he 

believed the plane burst into flames on landing, most likely because of full 

fuel tanks.

Aside from the dead, nine people were in hospital, three of them seriously 

injured, authorities said. The jet — carrying 73 passengers and five crew 

members — took off from Sheremetyevo at 6.02 p.m. (1502 GMT) and the 

crew issued a distress signal shortly afterwards, officials said.

Flight tracking site Flightradar24 showed the plane circling near the capital 

before landing.

The aircraft’s black boxes have been found and handed over to investigators, 

a source in the Russian emergency services told news agencies. Transport 

Minister Yevgeny Dietrich said there were no plans to ground the Superjet-

100 model.

Navy joins exercises in South China Sea
Navy ships INS Kolkata and Shakti carried out Group Sail with the naval 

ships of Japan, the Philippines and the U.S. in the South China Sea (SCS) 

from May 3-9, the Navy said.

“The ships undertook various exercises en route which included formation 

manoeuvring, under way replenishment runs, cross-deck flying and 

exchange of sea riders,” the Navy said in a statement.

Committed to safety

“The group sail exercise showcased India’s commitment to operating with 

like-minded nations to ensure safe maritime environment through enhanced 

interoperability,” it said.

China, which claims a major part of the SCS, has disputes with most of its 
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maritime neighbours. Six ships, including a frigate and helicopter carrier 

JMSDF Izumo from Japan, a Philippines frigate and an Arleigh Burke class 

destroyer from the U.S. Navy took part in the six-day exercise. Indian Navy 

ships were on return passage from their deployment to the South and the 

East China Seas as part of the annual Eastern Fleet overseas deployment 

during which they visited Vietnam, China and South Korea.

In China, the ships took part in the International Fleet Review (IFR) as part 

of the 70th anniversary celebrations of the People’s Liberation Army (Navy). 

They later took part in the Phase I of the maritime security field training 

exercise under the aegis of the ASEAN Defence Ministers’ Meeting Plus 

(ADMM-Plus) from May 1 to 3 off South Korea.

Supreme Court pushes for ‘full’ strength of 31
At one stroke, the Supreme Court Collegium, led by Chief Justice of India 

Ranjan Gogoi, has recommended two judges’ names for elevation to the 

apex court and rejected the Union government’s disapproval to elevate two 

others to the top court.

If the four judges are elevated without delay, the Supreme Court would 

reach the full sanctioned strength of 31 judges by the time it reopens in July 

after the summer vacation.

No review of decision

The Collegium refused the government’s request to reconsider its April 

12 recommendation to elevate Jharkhand High Court and Gauhati High 

Court Chief Justices Aniruddha Bose and A.S. Bopanna to the Supreme 

Court. It said their names were recommended after all parameters were 

considered.

The Collegium said there was no reason to agree with the government 
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as nothing adverse was found in the two judges’ conduct, competence or 

integrity. Now, the government was bound to appoint them to the court.

On May 8, the Collegium also recommended Justice B.R. Gavai, a judge of 

the Bombay High Court, and Chief Justice of the Himachal Pradesh High 

Court Surya Kant for elevation to the Supreme Court.

Due representation

On this recommendation, the Collegium said it zeroed in on Justices Gavai 

and Kant to provide “due representation”, as far as possible, to all High 

Courts as well as to all sections, including those belonging to the Scheduled 

Castes, Scheduled Tribes and Other Backward Classes (SC/ST/OBC) 

categories, women and minorities.

The Collegium said Justice Gavai superseded three judges in the Bombay 

High Court, but this should not be misconstrued as a reflection on the ability 

of the three senior judges.

It said that though seniority was to be given due weightage, merit should be 

the “predominant consideration”.

Representation for the SC and ST category seems to have played in the 

mind of the Collegium while recommending Justice Gavai’s elevation. It 

noted that “on his appointment, the Supreme Court Bench will have a Judge 

belonging to the Scheduled Caste category after about a decade”.

Controversial subject

Justice Kant was the subject of controversy over a letter reportedly written 

by Justice A.K. Goel (retired) to then Chief Justice of India Dipak Misra.

Justice Goel, then a Supreme Court judge, had disagreed with a proposal to 

elevate Justice Kant as Chief Justice of the Himachal Pradesh High Court.

However, the Misra Collegium, in a notification dated October 3 last, went 

ahead with Justice Kant’s elevation.
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India, Australia to adopt classified communications: official
Though the Australian Navy is, at present, “hanging off” COMCASA — India’s 

secure communications agreement with the U.S. — Australia and India are 

“moving forward” toward a classified-level communications environment, a 

senior Australian Navy spokesperson said.

The spokesperson said COMCASA (the Communications Compatibility and 

Security Agreement) was a “major step forward”, especially for interactions 

between navies of two countries that are restricted to the classified 

environment, for example, conversations on counter-terrorism.

“Now we will see India moving to classified communications environment 

that one would see, for instance, in the Combined Task Force 150, 151 

and 152 operations [relating to counter-terrorism, anti-piracy and maritime 

security], where there is a bunch of like-minded countries that have a 

communications system that is operating at the classified level, to be able 

to allow them to talk together,” the official said.

At the present juncture, communication in an unclassified environment is part 

of an age-old tradition of ships meeting on the high seas, the spokesperson 

added, though even in that space, there has recently been an “evolution 

of authority to Indian Navy ships’ commanding officers to be able to do 

passage exercises”.

Australian officials said that for a basic exchange of pleasantries and identity, 

and then doing “some things together”, Indian Navy commanding officers 

no longer must go back to New Delhi to get authority.

This could even be for conducting an “exercise, in a simple set of manoeuvres, 

or some gunnery”, an officer said.

India, Vietnam to strengthen cooperation in atomic energy, 
defence and security
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India and Vietnam agreed to further strengthen cooperation in defence and 

security, peaceful uses of atomic energy and outer space, oil and gas and 

renewable energy as Vice-President M. Venkaiah Naidu   concluded his 

four-day visit to the Southeast Asian country.

During his visit, Mr. Naidu held talks with his Vietnamese counterpart Dang 

Thi Ngoc Thinh, Prime Minister Nguyen Xuan Phuc and Chairperson of the 

National Assembly Nguyen Thi Kim Ngan.

“Vice-President’s talks with his Vietnamese interlocutors were extensive 

and productive and covered whole range of bilateral and multilateral 

cooperation,” said a statement issued by the Ministry of External Affairs.

Both sides agreed to further strengthen cooperation in defence and security, 

peaceful uses of atomic energy and outer space, oil and gas, renewable 

energy, agriculture and innovation-based sectors, it said.

Vietnam is an important trade partner of India and their bilateral trade stood 

at nearly USD 14 billion last year having nearly doubled from USD 7.8 billion 

three years ago.

Vice-President Naidu and Vietnam Prime Minister Phuc expressed 

commitment to enhancing trade and investments and agreed to facilitate 

direct air connectivity to promote tourism, trade and people-to-people 

relations.

Both sides reiterated the importance of building a peaceful and prosperous 

Indo-Pacific region on the basis of respect for national sovereignty and 

international law, and expressed full commitment to an open, transparent, 

inclusive and rules-based regional architecture based on freedom of 

navigation and overflight, unimpeded economic activities and peaceful 

settlement of disputes in accordance with international law, the statement 

said.

Vietnam’s leaders appreciated India’s long-standing development partnership 
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engagement, especially scholarships and training programmes. They also 

thanked India for extending concessional Lines of Credit for defence industry 

cooperation and implementing other socio-cultural infrastructure projects in 

Vietnam under Indian grants-in-aid.

Mr. Naidu also invited Vietnam Vice-President Thinh to undertake a visit to 

India.

“Vice-President Naidu’s visit has imparted momentum to the bilateral 

relationship and provided an opportunity to review various areas of 

collaboration and cooperation of the Comprehensive Strategic Partnership, 

with Vietnam’s leadership,” the statement said.

Mr. Naidu also delivered a keynote address at the 16th UN Day of Vesak at 

the Tam Chuc Pagoda in Hanam Province in Vietnam.

Vesak, also known as Buddha Jayanti, is traditionally observed by Buddhists 

as ‘Buddha’s Birthday’.

He also paid respects at the Monument of National Heroes and Martyrs and 

at the Ho Chi Minh Mausoleum at Hanoi.

Chennai to get its first unmanned substation
The Tamil Nadu Generation and Distribution Corporation (Tangedco) has 

identified a substation to be upgraded into an unmanned substation — the 

first of its kind in the city.

The 33 kilo volt (KV)/11 KV substation, located right at the heart of the central 

business district of Anna Salai, near the Express Mall on Woods Road, has 

been chosen for the upgrade. It was constructed only a year ago.

A senior official of Tangedco’s central circle, confirming the plan to go for an 

unmanned substation, said principal approval for upgrading the substation 

had been sanctioned. Once the substation becomes unmanned, there 
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will not be any need for posting maintenance staff and it can be operated 

remotely.

With several substations already linked through the Supervisory Control and 

Data Acquisition (SCADA) located at the Tangedco’s headquarters, minor 

modifications would be required for monitoring and cotrolling the substations 

with minimal human intervention, the official added.

The project is being planned to be executed on a pilot basis before it can be 

scaled up and adopted at important substations in phases, all over the city.

Several in State

An electricity official said while this was the first substation in the city to be 

converted into an unmanned one, several substations in the State, including 

in Dindigul, Madurai and Tirunelveli, were already functioning in a similar 

manner.

The unmanned substation concept is similar to the successful working 

model of the Power Grid Corporation India Limited (PGCIL).

Illegal photocopying of documents is theft: Supreme Court

Dishonest and temporary “removal” of original documents to take photocopies 

and to further use information amounts to theft, the Supreme Court has 

held.

“Temporary removal of original documents for the purpose of replicating the 

information contained in them in some other medium would thus fulfil the 

requirement of “moving” of property which is the actus reus of the offence 

of theft as defined under Section 378 (theft) of the Indian Penal Code,” a 

Bench of Justices R. Banumathi and R. Subhash Reddy observed in a May 

9 judgment.

The judgment followed the principle laid down by the apex court in its earlier 
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precedents that “to commit theft, one need not take movable property 

permanently out of the possession of another with the intention not to return 

it to him. It would satisfy the definition if he took any movable property out of 

the possession of another person though he intended to return it later on.”

Here, the information contained in the documents taken out of the possession 

of the rightful owner is considered “movable property.”

“The loss need not be caused by a permanent deprivation of property but 

may be caused even by temporary dispossession, though the person taking 

it intended to restore it sooner or later. A temporary period of deprivation or 

dispossession of the property of another causes loss to the other,” the apex 

court reasoned.

The observations are part of a 68-page judgment on the appeal filed by Birla 

Corporation alleging the theft of 54 documents by Adventz Investments and 

Holdings.

The Calcutta High Court, however, held that since the the first 28 documents 

were still in Birla’s custody, the taking away of the information contained in 

these documents and their temporary removal would not qualify as theft, 

dishonest misappropriation of property or dishonest receiving of the stolen 

property.

In its judgment, the apex court set aside the High Court decision.

Modi underlines need for inclusiveness
“A representative of the people cannot show favouritism towards anyone. 

We have to work for those who supported us and also those who did not in 

these elections with the same spirit,” he said.

Mr Modi added that his first term was an attempt to drive a dent into the 

miasma of poverty and in this term he wanted the NDA not only to work on 
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those lines but also to shatter the illusion of fear that had been built around 

minorities in this country.

“For many years now minorities have been made to live in an atmosphere 

of a fake sense of fear, while bread and butter issues or development of 

genuine leadership within those communities was ignored, only to harvest 

them as a vote bank. We have to, in this term, shatter this illusion of fear ,” 

he said.

Coalition dharma

As senior NDA leaders like Parkash Singh Badal, Nitish Kumar, Ram Vilas 

Paswan and UddhavThakeray supported the resolution to elect Mr. Modi as 

the NDA leader, the latter spoke of fostering the spirit of the coalition.

“However strong one party becomes within a coalition; we want all of us to 

work in the spirit of togetherness. It is the legacy of late Atal BehariVajpayeeji 

who taught us all how to run coalitions, how mutual sacrifice strengthens 

these bonds,” he said, a hint that allies will be accommodated within the 

government.

Such a government, he said, would run on two important tracks that were 

most important in a country of India’s size — National Ambitions and 

Regional Aspirations (NARA).

While welcoming the large number of first time MPs in the NDA parliamentary 

group, Mr. Modi sounded a note of caution to the motormouths in the pack 

as well as those who had a sense of entitlement of VIP treatment.

“We may do very good work as a government but one wrong sentence 

from you can shatter the good name of this. Beware of two tendencies, 

which Advaniji (senior BJP leader L.K. Advani) used to warn about 

— ChhapaasaurDikhaas (the addiction to be published in papers, and to be 

watched on TV),” he said.

Ahead of his swearing-in — likely on May 30 — Mr. Modi will be travelling to 
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Varanasi and Gujarat in the next two days.

Anti-incumbency against State govt. and Centre
The electoral verdict in Tamil Nadu reinforces some past trends and also 

reflects the changing patterns in the politics of the State. Tamil Nad has, 

in the recent past, given decisive mandates favouring one of the State-

based parties or the alliance it leads. This trend has been repeated this 

time around. Also, the trend of State-based parties having primacy in the 

alliances, with national parties being their minor partners, continued.

Yet, if one were to look beyond the surface, two other patterns were 

apparent. First, this was the first election after the deaths of M. Karunanidhi 

and Jayalalithaa, who led the rival alliances. The election was a test of 

who was inheriting their legacy. Second, while the alliance led by the 

DravidaMunnetraKazhagam and the one led by the All India Anna 

DravidaMunnetraKazhagam had regional parties in the forefront, the latter 

seemed to have a strong influence of the BJP.

Given the scale of the DMK-led alliance’s victory, two factors merit immediate 

attention. First, this result is a clear reflection of a double anti-incumbency 

vote. The Lokniti post-poll survey indicates that six of every 10 respondents 

were unhappy with the performance of the BJP-led Central government. 

The intensity of dissatisfaction was extremely high with four of every 10 

being highly (‘fully’) dissatisfied and only two of every 10 being slightly 

dissatisfied. Similarly, more than half the respondents were unhappy with 

the performance of the State government. Here too many more among 

those dissatisfied expressed the view that they were highly dissatisfied with 

its performance (over one-third). This trend is reflected in the pattern of the 

results.
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The Lokniti survey also suggests that voters seem to have assigned a very 

high importance to issues such as the farmer suicides, cyclone relief work, 

the Thoothukudi police firing and the NEET issue.

The results are indicative of the fact that DMK president M.K. Stalin has 

inherited the legacy of his father and has been accepted by both the voters 

and the alliance partners as the political successor to Karunanidhi. The 

splits in the AIADMK and its poor record in governance make it unclear who 

its supporters see as representing the Jayalalithaa legacy.

The Lokniti survey found voters who had voted for the AIADMK in the 2014 

Lok Sabha election, and even before it, to be of the opinion that the none 

of the two factions — the AMMK led by T.T.V. Dhinakaran and the AIADMK 

of E. Palaniswami and O. Paneerselvam — constitutes the real AIADMK. 

The survey also found two-fifths of AIADMK’s 2014 election voters to have 

shifted to the DMK and around one-sixth to the AMMK.

A factor that accounts for the success of the DMK-led alliance was the skill 

with which Mr. Stalin crafted a larger “rainbow coalition”.

The manner in which the DMK-led alliance secured the upper caste, 

Mudaliar, Gounder, Scheduled Caste, Scheduled Tribe and Muslim vote 

is indicative of this broader “social spectrum”. The Gounders had in the 

past been supporters of parties in the AIADMK alliance. The split of the 

Thevar, Nadar and Vanniyar vote among the two major alliances appears 

to have worked in favour of the DMK-led alliance as these social groups 

were traditionally more closely associated with the parties in the AIADMK 

alliance.

A review of the election campaign in Tamil Nadu would indicate that there 

was a growing impression that the AIADMK government (as also the alliance) 

was being strongly influenced by the BJP’s central leadership, which 

enjoyed very limited support in the State. In the Lokniti survey, Narendra 
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Modi trailed Rahul Gandhi by 22 percentage points on the question of who 

should be Prime Minister. Secondly, the religious polarisation that the BJP 

had attempted elsewhere in the country did not resonate with the Tamil 

Nadu voter. In the survey, 41% of the respondents said they disliked the 

BJP a lot.

Tamil Nadu also saw byelections in 22 Assembly constituencies. The 

AIADMK appeared to have devoted more time, energy and resources to 

the byelections as success in them was critical to the survival of its State 

government.

The AMMK was expected to damage the prospects of the AIADMK 

candidates. Except in South and Central Tamil Nadu, it was not able to split 

the AIADMK vote in any significant way.

Given the split in the AIADMK and poor record of its governance, the manner 

in which the BJP-AIADMK alliance shapes up in the days to come will be of 

crucial importance.

(P. Ramajayam is an Assistant Professor in the Centre for Study of Social 

Exclusion and Inclusive Policy, Bharathidasan University, Tiruchirappalli).

BJP’s polarisation strategy hits the mark
The election in Assam revolved around three crucial political factors: the 

consolidation of the BJP as the dominant party in the State; the inability of 

the Opposition to produce a counter-narrative; and the social polarisation 

on religious lines.

The political dominance that the BJP forged first in 2014 and then in 2016 

in Assam has been a vital factor in giving the National Democratic Alliance 

(NDA) a definitive edge over other parties in this election. The party retained 

its alliance with the AsomGana Parishad (AGP) and the Bodoland People’s 
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Front (BPF) to attain a regional character and used its newly attained 

regional clout to check the consolidation of anti-BJP votes.

With a 36% vote share, the BJP was able to win nine of the 14 seats in the 

State, a gain of two from the 2014 tally. In the 10 seats it contested, the 

party’s vote share was much higher — 54%. The AGP with just 32% failed 

to win a single seat. The BPF could not win the lone seat it contested.

The Congress managed to secure around 35% votes (almost a 6% increase 

from the 2014 share) and three seats, retaining its 2014 tally. Two of the three 

seats came from Upper Assam, where it secured 42% votes. It, however, 

performed poorly in the Barak Valley, winning no seat and getting just 25% 

votes.

Even as the BJP’s campaign strategy remained focussed on three major 

issues — the leadership of Prime Minister Narendra Modi, development 

activities by the Union government and the performance of the BJP-led 

government in the State since 2016 — the reason for the party’s success 

seems to have been the polarisation it achieved.

The survey indicates that the NDA managed to mobilise all social groups 

in its favour, except Muslims who voted overwhelmingly for the Congress. 

Three-fourths of upper castes, three-fifths of the OBCs, two-thirds of Dalits 

and over four-fifths of Adivasis ended up voting for the BJP. But 70% of the 

Muslims, who constitute about a third of Assam’s population, consolidated 

behind the Congress. Not only did the Congress attract an overwhelming 

proportion of Muslim votes in Kaliabor and Nowgong as the All India United 

Democratic Front did not field any candidates in these constituencies, the 

party also won in Barpeta, where the regional party was very much present. 

The AIUDF, which contested in only three Muslim-dominated constituencies 

to avoid a division of Muslim votes elsewhere, managed to win just the 

Dhubri seat.
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Though the Congress fielded its candidates in all constituencies including 

those where the AIUDF contested, the BJP lost no opportunity in accusing 

the two of having a tacit alliance. This put off traditional Hindu supporters 

of the Congress, adversely affecting the party in many constituencies. The 

Congress strength had traditionally been the support of Muslims and migrant 

tea workers. While Muslim support saw an unprecedented consolidation 

this time, its tea-worker base was heavily eroded. This marks a high point in 

religious consolidation both ways.

The controversy over the Citizenship Amendment Bill does not seem to 

have affected the BJP much among Assamese Hindus, the community that 

was at the forefront of the protests. The survey found that the BJP alliance 

managed to secure 59% of the Assamese Hindu vote. This is despite the 

fact that the survey found that 75% of Assamese Hindus were opposed to 

the Bill. The BJP alliance got more votes than the Congress even among 

those Assamese Hindus fully opposed to the Bill.

Thus, opposition to the Bill, taken up by anti-BJP forces as the main issue, 

failed to have much of an impact on Assamese Hindus except in pockets. It 

did help consolidate Bengali Hindu votes towards the BJP across the State, 

contributing especially to the defeat of the sitting Congress MP in Silchar, 

where they constitute a majority. The party registered an unprecedented 

success in the Barak Valley owing to the significant shift of the Bengali-

speaking Hindu community to the party. The survey found most Bengali-

speaking Hindus to be in favour of the Bill.

Most Assamese Hindus were opposed to the Bill and yet a majority of them 

voted for the BJP alliance.

In a socially diverse State that had undergone decades of ethnic conflict and 

insurgency, religious polarisation cutting across ethnic cleavages presents 

an interesting case. The party’s success lay in its ability to neutralise the 
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opposition to the Bill and divert the attention of Hindus towards the increase 

in Muslim population, presumably due to influx from Bangladesh with 

Congress patronage.

(DhrubaPratim Sharma and Vikas Tripathi work in the Department of Political 

Science of Gauhati University and Hilal Ahmed is an Associate Professor at 

the CSDS)

Air Force chief leads ‘Missing Man’ formation
Air Force Chief Air Chief Marshal (ACM) B.S. Dhanoa   paid tribute to 

Squadron Leader Ajay Ahuja who lost his life 20 years ago during the Kargil 

conflict by flying a ‘Missing Man’ formation in a MiG-21. He was accompanied 

by Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief (AOC-in-C) Western Air Command Air 

Marshal R Nambiar.

ACM BS Dhanoa led the four aircraft, MiG-21 flypast at the AF station 

Bhisiana in Bhatinda to honour the valour and supreme sacrifice of men killed 

in action during the Operation Safed Sagar at Kargil, an IAF spokesperson 

said in a statement.

“The formation is an aerial salute accorded to honour the fallen comrades-in-

arms,” the spokesperson said. This was probably the first time an Air Chief 

and AOC-in-C flew in the same formation to pay homage, ACM Dhanoa 

said after the flypast.

On May 27, 1999 the IAF lost two fighter jets while attempting to evict 

infiltrators from the icy heights of Kargil. While Flt. Lt. K Nachiketa was 

taken Prisoner of War (PoW) by Pakistan after his MiG-27 was shot down, 

Sqn. Ldr. Ahuja lost his life on the ground after ejecting from his MiG-21 and 

was posthumously awarded the Vir Chakra (VrC). Sqn. Ldr. Ahuja was at 

that time the Flight Commander of 17 Squadron and ACM Dhanoa was its 
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Commanding Officer.

ACM Dhanoa and Air Marshal Nambiar are Kargil veterans. In a missing 

man formation, three aircraft fly in a four-aircraft formation leaving a gap in 

between to depict the missing man.

Jaganmohan Palace has new royal lifestyle wing
The renovated Jaganmohan Palace housing the Jayachamarajendra Art 

Gallery, scheduled to be thrown open to the public in July, will feature a new 

lifestyle wing, giving visitors a peek into the life of the royals of yore.

Disclosing this to reporters in Mysuru ,Pramoda Devi Wadiyar of the erstwhile 

Mysuru royal family said 90% of the work in the palace, built in the 1860s, 

has been completed.

Modi takes oath with 57 Ministers at glittering event
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, along with 57 Ministers, took oath of office at 

a grand swearing-in ceremony at RashtrapatiBhawan.

The size of the event, however, was not the only thing that made news, 

with BJP chief Amit Shah finally deciding to join the Union government, and 

former Foreign Secretary S. Jaishankar making a surprise entry into the 

Union Cabinet, among the top 10 Ministers.

The drama of the event was not restricted to those who did not make the 

cut from the last government — almost 22 Ministers have been dropped 

including those who lost the polls this time. NDA ally Janata Dal (U) hogged 

the limelight, ironically, by keeping away from the event because Bihar Chief 

Minister Nitish Kumar demanded more berths than the single one being 

offered to every ally.

Prominent exclusions
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The government formation exercise was significant as much for those who 

took oath and those excluded. The news that former External Affairs Minister 

Sushma Swaraj would not be joining the Union Council of Ministers was not 

apparent till she arrived for the ceremony and proceeded to occupy a front 

row seat among the guests.

Sources in the government said she had “opted out” and linked it to her 

decision — announced during the Madhya Pradesh Assembly polls — that 

she would not be contesting Lok Sabha elections.

Former Finance Minister Arun Jaitley also opted out  , citing health 

reasons.

Other notable exclusions were former Agriculture Minister Radha Mohan 

Singh, former Women and Child Development (WCD) Minister Maneka 

Gandhi (making it possibly the first time that no Gandhi on either side is in 

government), former Commerce Minister Suresh Prabhu, former Information 

and Broadcasting Minister Rajyavardhan Rathore, and former Minister of 

State for Civil Aviation Jayant Sinha.

NDA ally Anupriya Patel was also dropped, with no reason given even 

though she won her Lok Sabha seat.

However, Republican Party of India’s (RPI) Ramdas Athawale was 

accommodated without a single LS seat.

For party president

The most interesting exclusion was that of former Health Minister J.P. Nadda, 

who is tipped to be the next BJP president since Mr. Shah has joined the 

government. Fresh elections to the post are due later this year, and will be 

an interesting political event to watch out for.

The BJP goes in for a strict adherence to the one-man, one-post rule, but 

sources confirm that Mr. Shah may continue in both the ministry and as 

party chief till later in the year when his tenure (which had been extended to 
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cover the Lok Sabha election) ends and the inter-party process of election 

concludes.

In all, the council of ministers saw representation from 22 States, and an 

attempt to balance caste and regional equations.

Tribal, minority and backward and upper caste representation found place 

in the coveted list.

A summit to climb even before one reaches Everest
Though stories of people scaling Mt. Everest summit are becoming popular, 

not many know that it costs anywhere between Rs. 25 lakh and Rs. 50 lakh 

per person for the expedition.

It is this exorbitant expenditure that stands out as a heavy factor which 

makes it tough for a climber to call off the expedition midway if weather or 

any other situation makes the task difficult.

Depending on the company or expedition leader they chose, the cost varies 

between Rs. 25 lakh and Rs. 50 lakh. The budget could increase if a climber 

opts for extra precautions or comforts.

“Rs. 30 lakh to Rs. 50 lakh is a major factor that plays in a climber’s mind 

while taking a decision to continue or back out of the expedition. People 

want to at least reach the mountain. However, when one reaches Camp 3 

or Camp 4, they refuse to back out. After putting in efforts for 60 days, the 

thought runs in their minds is that another 10 to 12 hours of efforts will take 

them to the summit,” said Nitin Somalraju, who took the tough call to back 

out of summit considering overcrowding, narrow weather window of two 

days after Camp 4 to reach the peak.

He said leaders or companies which organise the expeditions should give 

rational suggestions to climbers.
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Castrol India tries to remain steady on a slippery slope amid 
muted demand
Castrol India Ltd hasn’t had it easy in the past year. Macroeconomic conditions 

are not particularly great, resulting in muted demand. Plus, higher crude oil 

prices are hurting profitability, as the lubricant maker’s key input is a crude-

based derivative.

Against this backdrop, it isn’t surprising that the company’s March quarter 

financial results are not great either.

Earnings before interest, tax, depreciation and amortization (Ebitda) rose a 

mere 3% year-on-year, with the profit margin declining by 60 basis points to 

28.9%. One basis point is one-hundredth of a percentage point.

The primary disappointment stems from lacklustre revenue growth, which 

stood at 5.3% compared to the same period last year, taking revenue to ₹976 

crore.

“Volume growth on the commercial and B2B (business-to-business) side was 

adversely affected during the March quarter, whereas the personal mobility 

segment, power brands and new premium products have performed well,” said 

Omer Dormen, managing director, Castrol India. Overall volume declined by 

2% year-on-year. Prices were increased to compensate and simultaneously 

adjust for rise in input costs. Average selling prices per unit increased by 8% 

compared to the same period last year, said Dormen. Revenue growth, thus, 

was influenced by a combination of product mix and price increases.

“Castrol India has to drive home a fine balance of volume growth and margins, 

which is, to say the least, challenging given the market dynamics,” said Nitin 

Tiwari, an analyst with Antique Stock Broking Ltd.

For the March quarter, given the weak demand environment, while overall 

volume declined sequentially and, on a year, -on-year basis, Castrol India 

managed a 3% growth in operating profits thanks to a better product portfolio, 
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said Tiwari.

The company expects things to improve in the next few quarters.

“The synthetics space is likely to see better demand as the Bharat Stage 

VI emissions standards roll out in the Indian auto market,” said Dormen. 

Synthetics account for 12% of gross profit of the company.

Investors will wait to see how much growth rates improve. Revenue and 

net profit growth in calendar year 2018 was 9% and 2.4%, year-on-year, 

respectively. The company’s financial year is from January to December.

With oil prices showing support at high levels, there seems to be no comfort 

in sight for Castrol India on the costs front either.

Small wonder then, that investors have applied the brakes on their 

enthusiasm.

Castrol India’s shares have declined by about 20% in the past one year, 

underperforming the Nifty 100 index.

BASF India reorganises business segments in line with parent 
firm
BASF India has reorganised its businesses in six key segments as per the 

new corporate strategy of its parent BASF SocietasEuropaea, Germany.

“The business segments of the company for the quarter and financial year 

ended March 31,2019have been reorganised,” the company said in a 

statement.

“The new segment structure will enable an even more differentiated steering 

of the business, taking into account market-specific requirements and the 

competitive environment,” it said, adding that this would further increase the 

transparency of the segment results.

The six business segments are agricultural, materials, industrial solutions, 

surface technologies, nutrition and care, and chemicals.
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The company   posted a 9.77% jump in its net profit at Rs. 86.27 crore for the 

fourth quarter of FY2018-19.

The rise in profits came despite a fall in total income to Rs. 1,321.3 crore 

during the quarter from Rs. 1,354.3 crore in the same period of the previous 

fiscal.

Special dividend

In view of the 75th anniversary milestone, the company’s board has 

recommended a special dividend of Rs. 2 per equity share in addition to a final 

dividend of Rs. 3 per share subject to shareholders’ approval, the company 

said in a regulatory filing.

BASF India shares on the BSE rose 2.72% to close at Rs. 1,368.35 in an 

almost flat Mumbai market , valuing the company at Rs. 5,923 crore.

Jet collapse: pilots ask PM to probe Etihad’s ‘role’
The Jet Airways pilots’ union has written to Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

to order a probe if Etihad Airways, the strategic investor in Jet Airways, and 

another private Indian carrier had any role in the collapse of the airline.

This is the first time that Etihad’s role has come under question.

Similar patterns

Citing similar patterns of closure of Etihad-invested airlines such as AirBerlin, 

Alitalia and Jet Airways, the letter said, “What we don’t know is the extent of 

the role played by Etihad in the events leading to the complete collapse of Jet 

Airways.”

“We urge you to intervene in the matter and order a probe to establish whether 

a larger conspiracy was at play, or of any collusion between State Bank of India 

(SBI) and Etihad, as the only one decimated here are Jet Airways employees 

and Jet Airways,” the letter signed by Captain Karan Chopra, president, 

National Aviator’s Guild (NAG), the Jet Airways’ pilots’ union, said.
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An e-mail to Etihad seeking its comment on the allegations remained 

unanswered till the time of going to press.

Pointing out the frequent changed stance of Etihad in the execution of a 

resolution plan starting January, the letter said though chairman Naresh Goyal 

stepped down and pledged his shares to avail the much-needed life support 

of Rs. 1,500 crore, Etihad had not put any funds or pledged any of its shares 

till date.

“Not surprisingly, SBI refused to put in the funds and claimed that it could not 

put in public money in the absence of binding guarantees and collaterals. This 

led to Jet Airways suspending operations on April 17, 2019,” it added.

“Since the suspension of operations, a lot is being revealed which, alludes 

to conspiracy, collusion and downright dismemberment of Jet Airways in a 

systematic and planned manner,” the letter said.

It added that while the ‘biggest losers’ had been Jet Airways employees and 

the travelling public, “the biggest gainer in this sordid saga is an [unnamed] 

airline.”

Till such time the probe is completed, the Prime Minister should prevail upon 

Etihad and SBI to infuse critical funds to help Jet meet its statutory obligations 

of PF, taxes and gratuity, ascertain the legality of 50.1% holding of Etihad in 

Jet Privilege, and review the bilaterals awarded to Etihad afresh, the union 

wrote.

The pilots also asked the Prime Minister to ascertain whether any premeditated 

conspiracy was at play to delay the bids’ declaration or any illegal move to allow 

individuals who have bid as individuals to now team up as a consortium.

Robust plan in place to import oil: MEA
India has a “robust plan” to import oil from other countries, the Ministry of 

External Affairs said, even as the deadline for the U.S. sanction waiver for oil 
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imports from Iran expired   without an extension from the U.S.

Last year, the U.S. re-imposed sanctions on Iran, prohibiting countries from 

importing oil from it, but waived these sanctions for eight countries, including 

India. That waiver has now expired and the U.S. announced last month that it 

would not be extending it.

The U.S. refused to change its stance despite a last-minute call by External 

Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj to U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo.

“Whatever decisions we take will be a combination of a number of factors 

[including] commercial negotiations and keeping our legitimate security 

interests and economic interests in mind,” Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) 

spokesperson Raveesh Kumar said.

‘Responded accordingly’

“We continue to engage with the U.S. on this matter. But a decision has been 

taken by them and accordingly we have responded.”

“We have a robust plan in place to import oil from other countries,” Mr. Kumar 

added. “This is a decision that will be taken in a considered manner.” Indian oil 

companies, meanwhile, have stopped placing orders for Iranian oil.

“The oil companies do not take a decision on this, that is taken by the 

government,” a spokesperson for the Indian Oil Corporation said. “The official 

position is what was stated by the MEA. But we have not placed any further 

orders with Iran.”

Prior to the sanctions and the subsequent reduction in the quantity of oil 

imported from Iran, Iran accounted for about 10% of India’s oil requirements.

‘Banks can declare defaulting IL&FS accounts as NPAs’
The National Company Law Appellate Tribunal (NCLAT) allowed the banks to 

declare as non-performing assets (NPAs) the accounts of IL&FS and its group 

companies that have defaulted on payments.
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A bench headed by Chairman Justice S.J. Mukhopadhaya lifted the embargo 

on the banks to declare the accounts of the debt-ridden IL&FS and its 300 

group entities, which are unable to pay their debt.

However, the appellate tribunal has also clarified that although the banks 

would declare the IL&FS accounts as NPAs, they cannot initiate recovery 

process and debit money.

The bench has observed that lenders must not withdraw support until a 

resolution is found for the IL&FS and its group companies.

Presently, Infrastructure Leasing & Financial Services (IL&FS) Group 

companies, with a collective debt of over Rs. 90,000 crore, are going through 

a resolution process. The NCLAT had, in February, prohibited banks from 

recognising any IL&FS group accounts as non-performing assets without first 

seeking approval from the tribunal.

The RBI had moved the NCLAT to modify the order allowing the banks to declare 

the defaulting accounts of IL&FS as NPAs, as per banking regulations.

It contended that banks had an obligation to mark bad loans as NPA in cases 

of non-payment, after the default of 90 days.

New disclosures: A word of caution while filing your tax 
returns
Recently, the Indian government has notified new tax return forms for FY2018-

19 (assessment year 2019-20) applicable for individuals, corporates and other 

category of taxpayers. The new forms contain several additional disclosure 

requirements vis-a-vis the previous year’s forms.

The changes take into account the amendments made by the Union Budget 

2018 in the Income-tax Act, 1961. The additional information being sought in 

the revised tax return forms will not only facilitate automatic cross-validation 

of data by the tax department but is also expected to quicken the process of 
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tax refund and assessments.

All the taxpayers are mandatorily required to file their tax returns electronically 

except individuals over the age of 80 years who have the option of filing the 

tax return in paper format as well. This article focuses on some of the key 

points to be taken note of by individual taxpayers while filing their tax returns 

this year.

Identifying the suitable form

The first step would be to identify the tax return form applicable for an individual 

taxpayer, as below:

ITR-1 (SAHAJ): resident and ordinarily resident (ROR) individuals having total 

income of up to ₹50 lakh, having income from salaries, one house property, 

income from other sources and agricultural income up to ₹5,000.

Non-residents cannot file ITR-1, irrespective of their source or quantum of 

income.

ITR-2: Individuals not having income from profits and gains of business or 

profession (who cannot use ITR-1).

ITR-3: Individuals having income from profits and gains of business or 

profession.

ITR-4 (SUGAM): Individuals, and firms (other than LLPs), being a resident, 

having total income up to ₹50 lakh and having income from business and 

profession computed under the presumptive taxation scheme.

Key changes in ITR forms

ITR 1

The significant change in form ITR-1 is the restriction on its applicability for the 

following resident individuals:

-A person who is a director in any company;

-A person who has held any unlisted equity shares at any time during the 

year;

-A person who has claimed a deduction towards expenses incurred for earning 
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income from ‘other sources’ other than deduction for family pension; and

-A person who is assessable for any income on which tax has been deducted 

at source in the hands of any other person. This would be applicable in cases 

where the income earned by the taxpayer’s spouse or any other person is 

required to be clubbed in the taxpayer’s hands and there was a tax deduction 

at source on such income.

The above resident individuals will now have to file the detailed form ITR-2 

/ other tax return form, as applicable irrespective of the amount of their total 

income during the year. Like last year, resident individuals who have foreign 

assets (including financial interest in any entity) or signing authority in any 

account located outside India will be required to file ITR-2.

ITR-1 has also introduced certain additional disclosure requirements towards 

income from house property wherein taxpayers are required to specify 

whether the house was self-occupied during the year or was let out on rent. 

Individuals filing ITR-1 are now also required to disclose exempt income such 

as dividend; agricultural income below ₹5,000; amount received under a life 

insurance policy or from a recognised provident fund, etc.

ITR 2

Significant changes have been brought in the new form ITR-2 which is likely to 

impact a wide section of taxpayers. Detailed disclosure has been introduced 

with respect to taxpayer’s residential status in India. Apart from specifying 

the status as ‘resident’, ‘resident but not-ordinary resident’ or ‘non-resident’, 

taxpayers are also required to select the condition based on which the 

residential status has been determined, ie as per the number of stay days in 

India in the relevant tax year and previous years.

Non-resident individuals are now required to mention their country of residence, 

along with their taxpayer identification number in such jurisdiction. Non-

residents who are Indian citizens or person of Indian origin are also required 

to mention the total period of stay in India for the year and in the preceding 
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four years.

Individuals who are directors in any company are required to provide the name 

of the company, its permanent account number (PAN), director identification 

number (DIN) and information on whether the company’s shares are listed or 

unlisted. Individuals holding unlisted equity shares at any time during the year 

are required to disclose the name of the company whose shares are held, 

company’s PAN, number of shares held, shares acquired/sold during the year 

along with their cost of acquisition/sale consideration.

The scope of reporting foreign assets has been expanded to include details 

of foreign depository and custodial accounts, foreign equity and debt interest 

held at any time during the relevant period.

There are additional disclosure requirements to specify long-term capital gains 

from sale of equity shares or units of equity-oriented funds. In case of capital 

gain from transfer of immovable property, additional details regarding the buyer 

and the property are required to be disclosed. In case of agriculture income, 

the location of agricultural land, its measurement, etc are now required to be 

disclosed.

ITR 3

The additional disclosures discussed for form ITR-2 pertaining to residential 

status, directorship in companies, investment in unlisted equity shares, income 

from house property and other sources, foreign assets, etc. have also been 

incorporated in Form ITR-3.

Other changes introduced in form ITR-3 include disclosure of name and 

PAN of partnership firms in which the individual taxpayer was a partner 

during the year, details of audit under any other statutory law. The new form 

ITR-3 bifurcates the existing profit and loss account into trading account, 

manufacturing account and profit and loss account which will be applicable 

for taxpayers who have income from business or profession, etc. The form 

also seeks details of annual value of outward supplies as per the goods and 
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services tax (GST) returns filed.

ITR 4

This form is applicable for taxpayers who have presumptive income under the 

tax laws. The changes introduced in the other forms have also been suitably 

incorporated in ITR-4.

As per the new form, individual taxpayers who have presumptive income and 

also hold directorship in companies or hold shares of unlisted company will 

not be eligible to file form ITR-4. Such taxpayers will need to file form ITR-3.

The new tax disclosure norms are in line with government’s resolve to bring in 

more transparency and increase the tax base. It is imperative that taxpayers 

should carefully evaluate the information required to be furnished and provide 

complete details to avoid any unnecessary disputes and litigation at a later 

stage.

Faqs

1. What are the tax return filing due dates for individual tax payers for the fiscal 

year 2018-19?

The due date for filing tax return for individual taxpayers is 31 July 2019. 

In case of individuals who have income from business/profession which is 

subject to a tax audit or is a working partner of a firm whose accounts are 

required to be audited, the due date for filing the tax return is 30 September 

2019.

2. What additional information is required to be disclosed by an individual 

taxpayer who has sold any immovable property during the year?

Information regarding the immovable property and its buyer is required to be 

furnished in case of an individual taxpayer with long term/short capital gain 

from transfer of property. In this regard, the following information is required 

to be furnished:

-Name of the buyer

-PAN of the buyer



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    
Economy

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

-Buyer’s share in property along with the amount

-Complete address of property with PIN code

Don’t terminate GSP benefits to India’
The U.S. should not terminate the GSP programme with India after the expiry 

of the 60-day notice period  , a group of 25 influential American lawmakers 

urged the U.S. Trade Representative, warning that companies seeking to 

expand their exports to India could be hit.

The Generalized System of Preference (GSP) is the largest and oldest U.S. 

trade preference programme designed to promote economic development by 

allowing duty-free entry for thousands of products from designated beneficiary 

countries.

On March 4, President Donald Trump announced that the U.S. intended to 

terminate India’s designations as a beneficiary developing country under the 

GSP programme. The 60-day notice period ended on May 3.

On the eve of the end of the notice period, the 25 U.S. lawmakers made a 

last-ditch effort to convince the Trump administration from going ahead with 

its decision.

The 25 members of the U.S. House of Representatives, in a passionate letter, 

urged U.S. Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer to continue negotiating a 

deal that protects and promotes jobs that rely on trade — both imports and 

exports — with India.

They argued that terminating GSP for India would hurt American companies 

seeking to expand their exports to India.

“India’s termination from GSP follows its failure to provide the United States 

with assurances that it will provide equitable and reasonable access to its 

markets in numerous sectors,” Mr. Trump had said in a letter to Congress, 

providing a notice of his intent to terminate the designation of India as a 
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beneficiary developing country under GSP programme.

In his letter, Mr. Trump said that he was determined that New Delhi had “not 

assured” the U.S. that it would “provide equitable and reasonable access” to 

the markets of India.

“I will continue to assess whether the Government of India is providing equitable 

and reasonable access to its markets, in accordance with the GSP eligibility 

criteria,” he wrote.

‘None will benefit’

Expressing concern over such a move, the lawmakers said that no party — in 

the United States or India — would benefit from terminating GSP benefits.

“American companies that rely on duty-free treatment for India under the GSP 

will pay hundreds of millions of dollars annually in new taxes. In the past, even 

temporary lapses in such benefits have caused companies to lay off workers, 

cut salaries and benefits, and delay or cancel job-creating investments in the 

United States,” the lawmakers said.

RBI imposes fines on PPIs for violating norms

The Reserve Bank of India has slapped monetary penalty on five pre-paid 

payment instrument issuers including Vodafone m-pesa and Phonepe, for 

violating regulatory guidelines.

A penalty of Rs. 3.05 crore has been imposed on Vodafone m-pesa and Rs. 1 

crore each on Mobile Payments, PhonePe and G.I. Technology Private Ltd.

Also, a penalty of Rs. 5 lakh has been imposed on Y-Cash Software 

Solutions.

In a separate statement, the central bank said it had imposed a penalty of Rs. 

29.67 lakh on Western Union Financial Services Inc., USA., and Rs. 10.12 lakh 

on MoneyGram Payment Systems Inc, USA, for non-compliance of regulatory 

guidelines.
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The penalties on Western Union and MoneyGram had been imposed by the 

central bank under the provisions of the Payment and Settlement Systems 

Act, 2007, for compounding of the contravention.

Yes Bank penalised

RBI also imposed a penalty of Rs. 11.25 lakh on private sector lender Yes 

Bank for violation of norms pertaining to issuance and operations of PPIs.

In a statement to the exchanges, the private sector lender said: “RBI has 

identified certain violations of RBI circular … on Issuance and Operation 

of Prepaid Payment Instruments (PPIs) in connection with certain product 

features of an open loop prepaid card (co-branded) previously issued by the 

bank.”

“The bank had launched this product as a pilot program from September 13, 

2017, and had later discontinued this product with effect from March 14, 2018,” 

it added.

More hand looms have fallen silent in Karnataka, says 
census
Karnataka’s traditional handlooms such as Ilkal saris or Guledgudda blouse 

pieces are well known even outside the State for their distinct style and fine 

quality. But looms that weave them have seen a steady decline and this is 

corroborated by the preliminary data of the yet-to-be-released fourth handloom 

census.

While 40,486 looms had been identified in the decadal census held in 2009-10, 

it has now come down to about 29,377 looms. Worse still, of the handlooms 

identified across the State in the fourth census, 601 have become defunct.

An official in the Department of Handlooms and Textiles said that Karnataka 

had over 1.5 lakh looms about three decades ago and there had been a 

consistent decline in the numbers as powerlooms were seen as more viable.
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Among the remaining handlooms, Bagalkot district -- which boasts of Ilkal, 

Guledgudda, Amingad and Sulebhavi that have distinct weaving traditions -- 

has the highest with 6,835 looms followed by Belagavi with 4,036 looms.

In the south, known for silk weaving, Tumakuru district has the highest with 

3,625 looms followed by Chitradurga district, which has Molakalmuru weaving 

tradition, with 3,284 looms.

The census results are expected to be released shortly.

No gold shifted outside India in 2014 or thereafter, says RBI 
refuting reports
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) said no gold was shifted outside the country 

in 2014 or thereafter.

The statement comes against the backdrop of reports in certain sections of 

the print and social media regarding the central bank shifting abroad a part of 

its gold holding in 2014.

It is a normal practice for central banks world over to keep their gold reserves 

overseas with central banks of other countries like Bank of England for safe 

custody, according to the statement.

“It is further stated that no gold was shifted by the RBI from India to other 

countries in 2014 or thereafter. Thus the media reports cited above are factually 

incorrect,” the statement said.

The Congress party had tweeted a report regarding shifting of 200 tonne of 

the RBI’s gold to Switzerland in 2014.

“Did the Modi govt secretly transport 200 tonnes of RBI’s gold to Switzerland 

in 2014?,” the party had tweeted while tagging the report.

Economic growth may have slowed in 2018-19: FinMin
The Indian economy appears to have slowed down in 2018-19 due to lower 
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private consumption, tepid growth in fixed investment and muted exports, a 

finance ministry report has said.

The Central Statistics Office (CSO), which released the national account data 

for the third quarter, had in February revised downwards the growth estimate 

for 2018-19 to 7% from 7.2%. The 7% growth is the lowest in five years.

In its monthly economic report for March, the finance ministry said monetary 

policy attempted to provide a fillip to the growth impulse through cuts in repo 

rate and easing of bank liquidity.

“India’s economy appears to have slowed down slightly in 2018-19. The 

proximate factors responsible for this slowdown include declining growth of 

private consumption, tepid increase in fixed investment, and muted exports,” 

it said.

The ministry, however, said India continued to remain the fastest-growing 

major economy and was projected to grow faster in the coming years.

Talking of challenges, the ministry highlighted that growth in the agriculture 

sector needed to be reversed.

“The real effective exchange rate appreciated in Q4 (January-March) of 2018-

19 and could pose challenges to the revival of exports in the near future,” it 

said.

On the external front, current account deficit as a ratio to the GDP is set to 

fall in Q4 (January-March) of 2018-19, which will limit the leakage of growth 

impulse from the economy. The fiscal deficit of the central government has 

been gliding down to the Fiscal Responsibility and Budget Management 

(FRBM) target.

The 2018-19 GDP growth of 7% is the lowest in five years. In 2013-14, the 

growth was 6.4%, 7.4% in in 2014-15, 8.2% in 2015-16 and 2016-17 and 

7.2% in 2017-18.

The ministry said the room for monetary easing by the RBI was created due 

to low inflation in 2018-19, although it started to inch up in the last few months 
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of the year.

The Monetary Policy Committee (MPC), headed by RBI governor Shaktikanta 

Das, cut rates in February and April citing prospects of benign inflation. In 

the four months of 2019, the RBI has cut policy interest rates twice by 0.25% 

each to a one-year low of 6%.

This is the first back-to-back rate cut since the MPC was formed in late 

2016.

SEBI’s ‘capital’ punishment to NSE, an unprecedented move
The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) does not have a history 

of acting tough against stock exchanges, which are also the first level 

regulators for listed companies. There have been instances in the past when 

processes and procedures of exchanges have been a subject of regulatory 

probe, but more often than not, the bourses managed to get away with a 

censure or warning.

However, this changed last week. The capital markets watchdog ordered the 

NSE to disgorge money totalling Rs. 1,100 crore for not exercising proper 

due diligence while offering co-location services that allowed certain entities 

to gain access to information before others did.

Information asymmetry is not allowed under SEBI laws, and this violation led 

to the regulator acting in a manner hitherto not witnessed in the history of 

Indian capital markets.

SEBI has also taken strong action against the former and current top brass 

of the exchange as well, with two former chief executives — Ravi Narain and 

Chitra Ramkrishna — being directed to disgorge a part of their salaries and 

barred from being associated with any exchange or listed company.

‘The move assumes significance as NSE is the country’s largest bourse in 

terms of market share in both equity and equity derivatives, where it has a 
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virtual monopoly. It features among the top exchanges globally as well in 

terms of volume in the derivatives segment.

For the nine months ended December 31, 2018, NSE reported a consolidated 

net profit of Rs. 1,343 crore with revenues totalling Rs. 2,563 crore. Some 

of the trading segments of NSE registered a volume growth of over 50% in 

the period.

Lot at stake with NSE

Simply put, a lot in terms of money and market safety and efficiency is at 

stake when it comes to NSE.

Hence, the conduct of the exchange in terms of its people and procedures is 

largely expected to be like Caesar’s wife, above suspicion.

While the SEBI action is unprecedented and welcomed by many in the market, 

it has also raised important questions, the foremost being the rationale of 

directing NSE to disgorge money at a time when neither the regulator nor the 

exchange knows who lost money in this game.

There have been two high profile instances in the past when SEBI came out 

with disgorgement orders. One was in the IPO irregularities scam and then 

in the Satyam matter.

In both matters, the regulatory probe clearly showed that investors lost money 

due to fraudulent activities done by certain entities. In the IPO scam, even 

cheques were issued to various retail individual investors that were believed 

to have suffered losses due to the fraud.

“SEBI itself is saying that there is no fraud in this matter, but then goes on 

to pass a disgorgement order,” said a former SEBI official wishing not to be 

named.

Bad precedent

“If there is no fraud, then you can’t say it was ill-gotten gain and hence ideally 

you shouldn’t tell an entity to disgorge the gains. Passing a disgorgement 

order for not exercising proper due diligence can set a bad precedent,” he 
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added. Indeed, the watchdog has explicitly stated in its order that there is no 

sufficient evidence to say that fraud was committed.

“To sum up, even though sufficient evidence is not available before me to 

conclude that... NSE has committed a fraudulent and unfair trade practice... 

I find that it is established beyond doubt that NSE has not exercised the 

requisite due diligence...” said the 104-page order issued by SEBI.

“SEBI has tried to balance various interests,” said Sumit Agrawal, founder, 

Regstreet Law Advisors and a former SEBI law officer.

“The ultimate purpose of disgorgement is to pay back with interest those 

affected by the action (investors here), and not to credit SEBI’s IPEF. Without 

a plan as to how to identify investors who were harmed by securities law 

violations and disgorged funds may be distributed, the order has a litmus 

test before SAT on this legal issue,” he added. The disgorged amount will be 

credited to Investor Protection and Education Fund (IPEF), as per the SEBI 

order.

“Whether disgorgement can be asked from someone who is judged to be not 

fraudulent or collusive to beneficiaries who made ill-gotten gains and have 

not been asked to disgorge, will be a bone of contention,” Mr. Agrawal said.

Another issue that is being talked about in the market is that ever since the 

matter came out in the open, it was widely believed that a set of brokers 

— predominantly OPG Securities — made the most of the gains due to 

preferential access to information. OPG Securities and its directors have been 

barred from the market for five years, though the amount to be disgorged is 

only around Rs. 15 crore.

There are, however, those who believe that SEBI took the right approach and 

that this was a fit case for issuing a disgorgement order.

“Disgorgement orders are passed in cases where you are able to establish 

that money or gains were made in a manner in which it shouldn’t have been 
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made,” said another former SEBI official.

“If SEBI is able to identify the entities that lost money in the process, then it 

needs to disgorge the money to such entities or else the money can go to the 

Consolidated Fund of India. In this particular case, the money will go to the 

government fund,” he added.

Way forward

It is widely believed that the best way forward for the stock exchange is to 

disgorge the money and move on instead of stretching the matter by challenging 

the order at the Securities Appellate Tribunal or the high court.

Incidentally, the exchange already has more than the required amount of 

money kept in a separate bank account in which — based on a SEBI directive 

— revenues from co-location services were being credited since September 

2016.

“SEBI has directed that pending completion of investigation to the satisfaction 

of SEBI, all revenues emanating from co-location facility, including the 

transaction charges on the trades executed through co-location facility with 

effect from September 2016, be transferred to a separate bank account,” the 

NSE stated, as part of the notes with its financial statements.

As on December 31, 2018, the account had a balance of Rs. 1,994.77 crore, 

as per NSE filings. This probe was also the biggest overhang in NSE’s plans 

of going public to raise funds. So, clearing the matter by disgorging the money 

would pave the way for the exchange to get listed in the coming months.

‘We expect prices to rise, over time’
ITC’s hotel portfolio comprises about 10,000 keys across four brands — 

ITC Hotels, WelcomHotel, Fortune and WelcomHeritage — with about 100 

properties in over 70 destinations. These cater to various segments ranging 

from superlative luxury, leisure, heritage hospitality to branded first class, full 
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service business hotels.

ITC Hotels is aiming to scale up room capacity, and is looking at a significant 

expansion over the next 3-5 years, says Dipak Haksar , CEO of ITC Hotels 

and WelcomHotels. Excerpts from an interaction:

What were the main drivers for your growth? How does the future look 

— revenue- and margin-wise?

It has been good for ITC’s hotels business and we have managed to grow on 

par with the market. We foresee this trend to continue for the next few years. 

The growth in yields has been primarily powered by a buoyant retail segment 

while volumes have evidently been driven by a surge in the MICE-business 

(meetings, incentives, conferences and events).

What are the hospitality industry trends? Do you see a price correction 

coming up?

While maximum growth has understandably come from the upper upscale 

and upscale segments, luxury hotels have also shown healthy growth in both 

demand and rates.

Industry studies have revealed that in most markets, rates have not yet achieved 

their potential in the upper upscale and luxury segment. Consequently, it is 

our belief that a gradual upward price correction will be witnessed over the 

next few years.

How many rooms does ITC have now and what is the projected 

increase?

We currently own and manage close to 10,000 keys across our four brands. 

Our growth trajectory for the next 3-5 years includes an additional 5,000 

rooms across these brands.

Where will these new projects come up? Any new locations being 

considered?

The new hotels will come up in Tier I, Tier II cities and unconventional 

destinations as well. The ITC Royal Bengal is scheduled for opening in the 
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first quarter of this fiscal. This will be followed by Welcomhotels in Amritsar, 

Chail, Bhubaneswar, Chennai, Ahmedabad, Katra and the ITC Narmada in 

Ahmedabad.

What has been ITC’s average occupancy rate and how does that compare 

with industry... Especially ITC Sonar?

Occupancies vary from city to city depending on demand-supply dynamics. 

For us, occupancies have by and large been consistent with the market. The 

same goes for ITC Sonar too.

Which of your properties contributes the best topline and bottomline 

numbers?

ITC’s super premium luxury portfolio is a major contributor to both topline and 

bottomline figures.

You had once mentioned that the Fortune brand, targeting the mid market to 

upscale segment was undergoing consolidation...

Fortune Hotels will continue to follow a management model, whereas 

the Welcomhotel brand is being consolidated through a mix of owned and 

managed properties.

What is the status of the Sri Lanka project?

The ITC One Hotel & Residences in Colombo is slated for opening in 2020.

Is ITC looking at any buys or properties to manage?

ITC Hotels continues to pursue an aggressive asset-right-led strategy, in line 

with our vision to be a leading global hospitality player.

Govt set to provide financial assistance to minority investors 
for class action
In a significant move, the government is readying a scheme to provide 

financial assistance to minority investors filing class action lawsuits under the 

companies law, a senior official said.
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Working on ways to further bolster measures to protect the interest of investors, 

the corporate affairs ministry would also be encouraging investors to resort to 

class action suits.

Under Section 245 of the Companies Act, investors can file a class action suit 

in case they feel that the management or conduct of the affairs of a company 

are prejudicial to their interests.

The concept of the class action suit, that provides an option for investors to 

seek remedy as a group, is well known in Western countries.

“We are looking at class action suits. We will be soon coming out with a 

scheme for providing financial assistance to minority investors to file class 

action by using the IEPF (Investor Education and Protection Fund).

“The IEPF will introduce a scheme for reimbursing legal expenses incurred 

on class action,” Corporate Affairs Secretary Injeti Srinivas told PTI in an 

interview.

The Investor Education and Protection Fund (IEPF) is managed by the IEPF 

Authority, which comes under the ministry.

The IEPF’s accumulated corpus is around ₹4,138 crore, according to an 

official statement issued last month.

“We will define the threshold such as the minimum number of members, 

minimum shareholding or deposits. That will be notified very soon,” Srinivas 

said about the eligibility criteria for filing class action suits.

Class action thresholds are likely to be notified.

The minimum shareholding for filing a class action suit is likely to be 5 per 

cent for unlisted companies and 2 per cent for listed firms, an official said.

The push for class action suits also assumes significance against the 

backdrop of various instances of investors getting duped by illegal money 

pooling schemes as well as being impacted by corporate governance issues 

and fraudulent practices at some companies.

According to the secretary, a class action is not easy, as there is information 
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asymmetry.

“Minority investors are not well equipped to pursue a class action. There is 

provision for disgorgement also... Class action suit is an important way to 

empower minority shareholders who are worst sufferers,” he said, adding 

that the rules would be notified at the earliest.

“Auditors, credit rating agencies, everybody would be liable to a class action. 

Minority investors who are suffering should resort to class action suits, 

which is provided for in the Companies Act. We will certainly do whatever is 

necessary to encourage investors to resort to a class action,” Srinivas said.

Among others, if statutory auditors have been callous and negligent, endorsing 

falsified statements, the investors can certainly proceed against them with a 

class action.

RBI raises cap on home loans by SFBs, RRBs
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has increased the eligibility cap on home 

loans extended by regional rural banks and small finance banks to Rs. 35 

lakh in metropolitan areas and Rs. 25 lakh in other centres, provided the 

overall cost of the dwelling unit in the metropolitan centres and other centres 

does not exceed Rs. 45 lakh and Rs. 30 lakh.

All such loans will be now classified by these banks as priority sector loans.

In addition, the existing family income limit of Rs. 2 lakh per annum to be 

eligible for loans for housing projects exclusively for construction of houses 

for Economically Weaker Sections (EWS) and Low Income Groups (LIG), 

is revised to Rs. 3 lakh per annum for EWS and Rs. 6 lakh per annum for 

LIG, in alignment with the income criteria specified under the Pradhan Mantri 

Awas Yojana, the RBI said.

Discom debt to return to pre-UDAY levels
Aggregate external debt of State-owned electricity distribution companies 
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(discoms) is set to increase to pre-UjwalDiscom Assurance Yojana (UDAY) 

levels of Rs. 2.6 lakh crore by the end of this fiscal, according to Crisil’s 

analysis of discoms in 15 States, which account for 85% of the aggregate 

losses.

With most States having limited fiscal headroom, continuous financial support 

to their discoms may be difficult. So discoms have to become commercially 

viable through prudent tariff hikes and a material reduction in aggregate 

technical and commercial (AT&C) losses, said the Crisil statement.

As per the MoUs States had signed under UDAY in fiscal 2016, their discoms 

were to initiate structural reforms by reducing AT&C losses by 900 basis points 

(bps) to about 15% in fiscal 2019, and also implement regular tariff hikes 

of 5-6% per annum. In lieu, State governments took over three-fourths of 

discom debt, thus reducing the interest cost burden. While discoms enjoyed 

the benefit of debt reduction, structural reforms have been slow to come by.

For instance, AT&C losses reduced by only 400 bps by December 2018 

from pre-UDAY levels and the average tariff increase were a paltry 3% per 

annum.

‘Potential for losses’

“Further improvement in operations may face challenges because the focus 

on new rural connections without adequate tariff hikes can increase losses,” 

said Subodh Rai, senior director, Crisil Ratings.

“Add to that the funding needs for budgeted capital expenditure, and the 

external debt of discoms would balloon to about Rs. 2.6 lakh crore by the end 

of fiscal 2020.” That arithmetic is based on the assumption of average tariff 

increase of 2%, and partial funding of losses through State grants.

Rajasthan gears up for ‘ease of doing business’ ranking
Rajasthan has decided to execute the Business Reforms Action Plan (BRAP) 
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on time this year for facilitating ease of doing business to maintain its ranking 

as one of the top achievers. The World Bank has been giving the ranking to 

the States in consultation with the Union government since 2015.

State Industries Commissioner Krishna Kant Pathak said here   the works 

and services for improving the ease of doing business would be completed 

by June 15 to ensure high ranking in the key areas, involving 80 action points 

laid down this year, on which the feedback would be obtained.

More action points

Dr. Pathak said six departments were involved in the implementation of 

BRAP. New guidelines issued by the Centre’s Department of Industrial Policy 

and Promotion added seven action points pertaining to essential services of 

four departments.

Since Rajasthan was already one of the top achiever States in the execution 

of BRAP, Energy, Revenue, Local Self-Government, Registration & Stamps 

and Urban Development Departments as well as the public sector power 

distribution companies would simplify their procedures and bring transparency 

in their functioning to maintain high ranking, he added.

The completion percentage scores of action points form the basis of ease 

of doing business rankings under the ‘Make in India’ initiative. The ranking 

reflects the willingness to reform and attract investments, going a step ahead 

of evolving a business-conducive atmosphere.

Govt. refutes report on discom debt levels
The government has refuted reports that debt levels of power distribution 

companies (discom) have reached the levels they were at before the Ujjwal 

Discom Assurance Yojana (UDAY).

The UDAY scheme implemented in 2015 was aimed at reducing discom debt 

levels and improving their efficiency. CRISIL   released a report saying that 
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discom debt was set to increase to pre-UDAY levels of Rs. 2.6 lakh crore by 

the end of this financial year.

“Pre-UDAY debt levels of 16 UDAY states with comprehensive MoUs were 

to the tune of around Rs. 3.24 lakh crore,” the Ministry of Power said in a 

statement. “Therefore the prediction that discom debt at around Rs. 2.6 lakh 

crore would reach pre-UDAY levels is not correct.”

The Ministry added that the CRISIL analysis perhaps did not take into account 

the fact that almost about Rs. 85,000 crore of debt was yet to be converted 

into grants or equity by the participating states as per the UDAY plan.

“A deeper analysis of discom debt would reveal a tighter fiscal management by 

discoms,” the government added in the statement. “Discoms have managed 

their finances with around Rs. 40,000 crore less than what was expected 

under UDAY.”

B2B tech start-ups treble in 5 years: study
Business-to-business (B2B) technology start-ups have more than trebled in 

the last five years driven by the spurt in the need for digital transformation 

of enterprises, financial institutions, hospitals, government and small and 

medium enterprises (SMEs), among others.

While the number of such ventures has increased from 900 to over 3,200, the 

investment in such start-ups touched $3.7 billion in 2018, a rise of 364% from 

$797 million in 2014, as per a study jointly done by NetApp and Zinnov.

According to the study, 70% of the B2B start-ups are in the area of enterprise 

technology, financial technology and health technology. Some of the other 

segments that have a significant presence are alternative lending, expense 

management, medical internet of things and artificial intelligence-enabled 

predictive platforms.

Incidentally, while the number of B2B technology start-ups was pegged at 
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3,200 in 2018, there were 4,200 B2C (business to consumer) start-ups.

Growth of B2C

However, the growth in the number of B2C technology start-ups has been 

comparatively slower since there were 2,200 such B2C ventures in 2014.

Within the B2B technology segment, ‘advanced tech start-ups’ have grown 

at a higher pace when compared to the entire technology start-up segment. 

Advanced B2B tech start-ups typically deal in 3D printing, blockchain and 

robotic process automation.

Bengaluru leads

Interestingly, Bengaluru is the top city for B2B technology start-ups followed 

by Delhi NCR and Mumbai, with the three cities accounting for about 60% of 

all B2B technology start-ups.

Further, Hyderabad, Pune and Chennai are poised to be the growing start-up 

hubs on account of flexible economic policies, State government support and 

access to various industries.

On a different note, corporate incubators and accelerators are emerging as 

the backbone of start-up technology, as per the study.

“Currently, there are over 50 corporate accelerators and incubators in the 

country, focussing on technologies such as AI/ML, Big Data, Cloud, Blockchain, 

Cybersecurity, among others,” according to the study.

“While global accelerators hold a majority with 66% of the share, 34% of the 

pie comprises Indian companies. Varied in their philosophy, the accelerators 

have an aim to offer support in the form of market access, mentorship, 

investor-connect and access to product platforms,” added the study.

UiPath bets on India for talent, technology
UiPath, the Bucharest-based robotics process automation (RPA) firm that 

recently raised $568 million funding at a valuation of $7 billion, said it would 

design and develop some of its key products for global markets from India.
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The company also has a mandate to train more than a million students and 

techies around the globe, including five lakh in India, for RPA-related jobs by 

2022.

UiPath’s India president and CEO Raghunath Subramanian said the company 

would kick off a year-long campaign to train half a million students in the 

country on RPA-related technologies.

“Globally, there is a huge shortage of talent in the RPA space. India, with its 

large pool of student population, is at a vantage position to play a catalyst’s 

role in bridging the global talent gap. India has the potential to emerge as the 

RPA epicentre of the world. RPA is the next big opportunity for the technology 

industry,’’ said Mr. Subramanian.

UiPath’scompaign would be aimed at democratising RPA. The company 

said it would rope in various stakeholders, including government, academic 

institutions and industry bodies, including CII and the Nasscom.

GST will not reduce deficits of Indian state governments 
significantly: Report
Goods and Services Tax (GST) regime in India is not likely to reduce the 

deficits of state governments significantly, amid large and growing expenditure 

mandates for the social sector as well as capital spending, says a report.

According to S&P Global Ratings the institutional framework for Indian 

states is evolving, but there is structural deficits due to persistent revenue 

expenditure mismatch.

S&P Global Ratings credit analyst YeeFarnPhua in the report titled “Public 

Finance System Overview: Indian States” noted that the passage of 

the GST bill in 2017 is a major overhaul of tax structure and will help to widen 

the tax base and improve revenues of state governments.

“However, states will continue to run large deficits because a significant part 
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of this imbalance is from the expenditure side. States are unable to cut 

expenditures because of large and growing expenditure mandates for the 

social sector as well as capital spending. Therefore, the revenue-expenditure 

gap will remain large,” said Phua.

Further, policy implementation remains sub-par in India, the report noted.

Another significant development in recent years has been the adoption of an 

amended Fiscal Responsibility Management (FRBM) Act, which forms the 

fiscal framework, in March 2018, the report noted.

Under the amended FRBM Act, the government will target a debt-to-GDP 

ratio of 60 per cent with the split being 40:20 for central government and 

states.

Further, the government will use fiscal deficit as the key operational target, 

the report said but added that the FRBM committee lacks the authority to 

mandate its core recommendations.

Wheat harvesting season keeps migrant labourers away from 
voting
Ravi Kumar, a resident of Hardoi in Uttar Pradesh (UP), missed casting his 

vote back home on April 29 due to wheat harvesting season being at its peak 

in Punjab. Ravi, who has been working as a labourer at Jalandhar’s grain 

market for the past two decades, said:”My vote and my wife’s vote went 

waste despite our wish of casting our vote but we were helpless because this 

is the season when we get regular work and we can earn some money.”

He added that like for security forces, government should help labourers in 

casting their vote from the place where are working.

Just like Ravi, Kanhaiya, a resident of Bahraich in Uttar Pradesh (UP), failed 

to vote for the fear of losing 10 work days. The election in his constituency 

was on May 6. “Barring four months of wheat, paddy harvesting and paddy 
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planting season, rest of the year we just pull rikshaw or do some other 

irregular labour work,” he said.

Both Ravi and Kanhaiya earn around Rs 25000 each in a span of 40 days 

during the harvesting season that starts from April first week and continues 

till second week of May and involves loading-unloading of grain, cleaning, 

filling and stitching of grain bags.

With Punjab being the highest contributor of wheat to the central pool, there 

are many like these two who have missed exercising their right to vote.

There are 152 main mandies, over 1800 purchase centres across the state 

where around 170-180 lakh tonnes of wheat would be procured in this season 

out of which over 100 lakh tonnes has already been procured till date. There 

are around three lakhs labourers engaged in these mandies, and 99 per cent 

of them are migrants.

Sanjay Chaudhary of Samstipur in Bihar too could not cast his vote this 

time on April 29. “At first I thought of not coming to Punjab this year due to 

elections but my family condition forced me to come here and work,” he said, 

adding that “issi season hum chaarpaisekamaletehain (this is the time when 

we earn some money).”

Sadashiv Jha and his brother, Gopal, too missed election day in Samatipur. 

Mihir Dass, a resident of Katihar in Bihar state and president of a labour union 

in Jalandhar grain market, said that he was supposed to reach in Jalandhar 

on April 1, but he came on April 19 after casting his vote a day earlier. “I lost 

over half month’s labour in this peak season just to cast my vote but not 

everyone cannot afford this.”

“We earn minimum Rs 500 a day during the harvest season and this amount 

helps us a lot back home,” said Durgesh, who has been working at Alawalpur 

grain market for the past five years and hails from from Murshidabad in West 

Bengal. Murshidabad voted on April 23.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    
Economy

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

“Thekedar (contractor) was even ready to pay us in advance because he 

was apprehending that due to election, large number of labourers would not 

come this time but there are only few who came little late after casting their 

vote in first phase otherwise all have come on time as our work will give us 

food,” said another labour Hira Lal from Asansol (West Bengal).

Another labourerBanwari Lal of Jaunpur in UP said that he will too miss his 

date with voting on May 12 because he had already taken advance from his 

contrcator.

Varanasi’s Ajay Kumar too has decided against going back to vote on May 

19.

President of the Arhtiya Association Punjab, Vijay Kalra, said that due to 

delay in harvesting in Punjab some migrant labourers got the chance to cast 

their vote in the first phase of elections, but majority did not get this chance 

in the later phases.

Bank credit grows 13.2% in FY19
Bank credit grew by 13.2% in financial year 2018-19 as compared to 10.3% 

in the previous financial year, mainly aided by loans to services and retail 

sector.

Deposit growth also gained momentum, growing by 10% as compared to 6.7% 

a year ago. “We have to be a bit careful while looking at this data because 

a bump-up has happened in the month of March. If you see, up to February, 

credit growth was not that strong,” said Madan Sabnavis, chief economist, 

CARE Ratings. Banks typically tend to push for more loan disbursement and 

also try to get more deposits ahead of the end of a financial year to shore up 

their balance sheet and meet year-end targets.

RBI data

The Reserve Bank of India’s (RBI) data on deployment of gross credit across 
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different sectors shows healthy credit growth in the services sector followed 

by retail sector. Credit growth in services sector till the middle of February 

was 23.7% and in retail sector it was 16.7%. Credit growth in the industry 

sector was 5.6%. “Most of these are happening in the retail segment and also 

services sector. Manufacturing is also better than last year but there is a base 

effect,” Mr. Sabnavis said.

Banks have also benefited from the liquidity crunch that non-banking financial 

companies are facing following the IL&FS crisis. NBFCs have slowed down 

their loan growth since their cost of funds increased substantially after 

September-October. This is particularly true for retail loans, where NBFCs 

are a major player.

Banks have been pushing loans to the corporate sector at a slower pace after 

sharp rise in bad loans, mostly in sectors like infrastructure.

Etihad turns up at eleventh hour as lone bidder for Jet
Etihad Airways PJSC, which holds 24% stake in Jet Airways, submitted a 

binding bid to acquire additional minority stake in Jet Airways in the bank-led 

resolution plan. Lenders had put 75% stake of Jet Airways on sale.

Etihad’s bid came just before the end of the deadline for receipt of binding 

bids invited by SBI Caps on behalf of lenders. Etihad, which has put several 

conditions before the lenders, including a waiver from making a mandatory 

open offer, is the only candidate which submitted the binding bid among the 

four short-listed bidders selected earlier through the Expression of Interest 

(EoI) process. The others were TPG Capital, Indigo Partners and National 

Investment & Infrastructure Fund (NIIF).

Confirming the development, an Etihad spokesperson said, “Etihad Airways 

today confirmed its interest to re-invest in a minority stake in India’s Jet 

Airways, subject to conditions.”
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“India is one of the fastest-growing air transport markets in the world, and a 

significant economic partner of the UAE. Etihad has been working consistently 

with key stakeholders in India over the past 15 months to help find a solution 

which would ensure Jet’s return as a viable and competitive Indian airline, 

and continues to do so,” the spokesperson said.

“Etihad re-emphasises that it cannot be expected to be the sole investor, 

and that, among other requirements, additional suitable investors would 

need to provide the majority of Jet Airways’ required recapitalisation,” the 

spokesperson added.

Minority partner

This means, Etihad Airways will remain a minority partner and can have 

maximum holding of up to 49%. As per foreign investment norms, majority 

control of any airline has to be in the hands of Indians.

SBI Caps, in a statement said, “Sealed bid from Etihad Airways PJSC has 

been received and the same will be submitted to lenders for examination. Few 

unsolicited offers have also been received, which the lenders may deliberate 

upon subsequently.”

The unsolicited bids are believed to have been received from a consortium 

of Future Trend Capital, Redcliffe Capital and Adi Partners, and from Jason 

Unsworth of start-up Atmosphere Intercontinental Airline, which has been 

backed by some investors.

According to analysts, Etihad would be able to revive Jet in the shortest 

span.

“It is a positive development in the Jet Airways saga. Etihad probably is the 

logical partner from here on for Jet Airways. They will clearly bring significant 

experience in rebuilding the Jet brand, while from a financial support 

perspective they have the balance sheet size to be able to do so,” said K.G. 

Vishwanath, director and co-founder Trinity Aviation Consultants Pte. Ltd.

“India is a strategic market and a growing one. It fits in very well from a 
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long haul network perspective for Etihad, a big reason they invested in Jet 

Airways,” Mr. Vishwanath, a former Jet Airways vice-president, said.

‘Over the long term, equity has given better returns’
With the streamlining of the GST system, businesses should start accelerating, 

especially the organised ones, says SachinTrivedi, senior vice-president 

(SVP), head-research and fund manager, UTI AMC.

What will this financial year be like for the Indian equity markets? Which 

sectors, do you think, are the right places to be in right now?

Broad market earnings for the next two years are expected to grow at 20%-

plus CAGR (compounded annual growth rate) on Bloomberg consensus.

Unlike the past few years when we start the year with similar expectation but 

end up with single-digit growth, this time earnings visibility is better as the 

chunk of growth contribution could come in from normalisation of profitability 

of banking space. However, valuations for the broad market are on the 

higher side (Nifty is trading at 18x (having a price to earnings, or P/E ratio of 

18) plus one year forward on Bloomberg consensus), leaving little room for 

disappointment.

At present, private sector banks with adequate capitalisation are better 

placed. Cement is the other area we like, where volume growth has been 

healthy and the sector has also seen some pricing power with moderation on 

raw materials.

Going by fundamentals, do you think the Indian market is trading at fair 

value?

In the last couple of years, businesses have faced certain challenges due to 

certain policy decision like demonetisation and uniform tax system (Goods 

and Services Tax or GST). Now, with the streamlining of the GST system, 

businesses should start to accelerate, especially the organised ones. In which 
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case, there is a possibility of earnings growth momentum improving in the 

coming years. Although valuations for the broad market are on the expensive 

side when compared to longer term averages, better growth visibility should 

lend support to these valuations.

Have you seen any change in the investment patterns of investors in 

mutual funds (MFs) in recent times?

On the equity side, one clear trend visible is contribution of systematic 

investment plans (SIP) to the overall industry flows. SIP flows on monthly 

basis has increased from around Rs. 3,000 crore in April 2016 to Rs. 8,000 

crore-plus in March 2019.

At the current run rate, SIP inflows could contribute about Rs. 1 lakh crore 

to the equity AUM (assets under management) per annum. This money is a 

lot more stable and is allocated by investors as longer-term savings. Even in 

times when lump sum flows are negative, these flows add to the stability of 

the market.

What are the major challenges and opportunities for the MF industry in 

India now?

The mutual fund industry has grown significantly since 2004, but its share 

in financial savings is still relatively small (low single digit of around 3%) 

compared to some of the developed markets like the U.S.

This low contribution is despite investor-friendly taxation and regulatory 

framework in the country. While real estate, gold and fixed income products 

are the preferred choice of investment for a majority of households, some of 

the equity schemes have delivered superior performance to these alternate 

asset classes. Further, equity MF schemes offer better liquidity and are more 

tax efficient. In order to pull more savings into this asset class, the MF industry 

has to continue to focus on greater investor education.

What kind of equity funds would you advise for investors at this point 

in time?
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Equity, as an asset class, is volatile in nature. The way to approach this market 

is to follow good asset allocation strategy and not trade on a short-term basis. 

Over the long term, equity has given better relative returns. My suggestion to 

investors is that they should firm up their asset allocation plan and rebalance 

the portfolio regularly.

This discipline will help them achieve their long-term goals. Within equity 

allocation to mutual funds, a large part of the investment should go towards 

diversified schemes and only 10-15% of allocation should go to sector/

thematic schemes.

Could you tell us about the performance of UTI Transportation & 

Logistics Fund and UTI Focussed Equity Fund?

UTI Transportation and Logistics Fund is a unique play on rising income levels 

and improving aspirations of Indians. Further, it also provides an opportunity 

to invest in the “Make in India” theme as a large vendor base, which is 

catering to the needs of India’s auto OEMs, has also developed capabilities 

to serve the demand of global OEMs. The fund also invests in the logistics 

space wherein, after GST, business opportunities will be significant and are 

likely to endure over many years to come. UTI Transportation and Logistics 

Index, ending FY19, has given 4.03% and 8.76% returns in three and five 

years respectively whereas UTI Transportation and Logistics Fund has given 

4.26% and 15.34% return in three and five years respectively.

What impact will elections have on stock markets?

The markets certainly watch out for political developments in the run up to 

the elections. Events such as general elections lead to a lot of noise and 

consequently, volatility is seen in the markets for a few months on pre and 

post-election outcome. However, for long-term investors wanting to generate 

wealth, it would be advisable to shut his or her eyes and ears and control the 

urge to act.
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Past data suggests that apart from the initial knee jerk reaction, there is 

hardly any positive correlation between the strength of the government and 

the stock market returns over the tenure of that government.

Raw jute availability set to increase
Raw jute availability is expected to improve in 2019-20 with an almost 10% 

increase being projected for the crop.

Estimates are about 79 lakh bales in 2019-20 against 72 lakh bales final 

estimate for 2018-19. Taken together with the opening stock and imports, the 

total supply is estimated at 101.4 lakh bales against 97.4 lakh bales.

The figures were arrived at after the latest meeting of the Jute Advisory Board 

(JAB) under the Union Textiles Ministry.

The meeting, chaired by the Union Textiles Secretary was attended by the 

Jute Commissioner, Director of Jute Development, Chairman and Managing 

Director of the procurement agency, the Jute Corporation of India, chairman of 

industry body, the Indian Jute Mills Association (IJMA), officials of Jute Balers 

Association, the raw jute traders body and State government officials.

Although the crop estimates given by the various agencies have differed, 

indications were that this year would be good for jute farmers, a senior IJMA 

member told The Hindu . At the meeting, the Director of the Jute Development 

Directorate said that in 2019-20, the area coverage and production would be 

normal and a crop size of 112 lakh bales was estimated.

Crop ready

Sources said that sowing started in April. Crop is ready after about four 

months of cultivation.

The fibre is available after a long process called retting which involves the 

extraction of the fibre from the plant through washing and drying.

Farmers also got good prices, amid rumours of a crop shortage in 2018-19, 
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it was learnt. Jute mills, too, have consumed more (69 lakh bales against 68 

lakh bales estimated earlier for 2018-19 by JAB) with good order for foodgrain 

sacks, under the mandatory Jute Packaging Order.

Getting the most out of your savings bank account
Letting huge sums lie in your savings (SB) account may not be the most 

efficient way to manage your money. Most banks offer only a 4% interest rate 

on the balance in SB accounts. Worse, banks such as SBI offer only 3.5% 

and following its recent decision to link SB interest with the RBI’s repo rate 

for balances above Rs. 1 lakh, it may go down even further, at times when 

there is a repo rate cut. Flexi deposits and sweep options provided by banks 

are two ways in which one can maximise the earnings on savings deposits.

Bang for the buck

Flexi deposits are those linked to your SB account. Whenever you feel there 

is too much lying in your SB account, you can create a linked fixed deposit 

for a specific tenure. This amount will earn as much interest as a normal FD 

of a similar tenure. The advantage is that, if your SB account falls short of 

money when you are executing a transaction, the sums in this deposit will be 

transferred back to the SB account. The only hitch here is that the creation 

of the deposit is not automatic. You must remember to create one manually 

every time you feel there is excess money lying in your SB account. The 

sweep option overcomes this problem. Under this, balances in SB account 

over and above a particular amount are automatically transferred (sweep) 

to a deposit. Like in linked FDs, they are then reversed to your SB account 

when it falls short.

But maximising interest is easier said than done. Banks have widely varying 

rules when it comes to flexi deposits and sweep accounts. While the sweep 

option appears more convenient, the fact is not all types of SB accounts 
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provide automatic sweep and reverse sweep facility. Take ICICI Bank for 

instance. This facility is available only with its Gold Plus Optima Savings 

Account, which requires a higher average quarterly balance of Rs. 50,000 to 

be maintained.

Besides, while the sweep and flexi deposit options offer higher interest than 

SB accounts, optimising the interest is not easy. Banks define the sum you 

can transfer to a deposit, the time period you can hold it there and the interest 

rate you can earn. Trigger amounts for the sweep facility vary across banks. 

A lower trigger could help you maximise interest earnings.

For example, the trigger for sweep into an FD from HDFC Savings Max is Rs. 

1 lakh and even then, the minimum amount that will be swept is Rs. 25,000, 

implying a trigger at Rs. 1.25 lakh.

That could mean that funds up to Rs. 1.25 lakh will stay idle in your SB 

account, which could have earned more interest had the trigger been lower. 

On the other hand, SBI’s Savings Plus account allows you to set the trigger 

yourself, beginning at as little as Rs. 5,000. The minimum deposit is Rs. 

10,000. Coming to tenures, many banks allow you to choose the tenure of 

the deposit.

This flexibility is important, as you can choose the time bucket offering the 

maximum interest rate at the time of making the deposit. However, Bank 

of Baroda’s Super Savings Account, for instance, sweeps out excess funds 

only to a 181-day deposit, while HDFC Savings Max sweeps them strictly to 

a one- year and one-day deposit. Shorter tenures also bring with them the 

hassle of constantly renewing deposits or finding new avenues to invest the 

proceeds.

There are also other factors to be checked, such as whether the deposit will be 

auto renewed for the same tenure and whether interest will be compounded or 

paid out. City Union Bank’s Flexi Fix FD, for example, does not compounded 

the interest and only a simple interest is paid out.
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Auto renewal may imply one job less for you, but it deprives you of the benefit 

of choosing the tenure that offers the maximum interest rate. Banks may 

charge a penalty on premature closure of flexi deposits.

Then, there are things associated with the reverse sweep that you must be 

aware of. Banks usually reverse sweep only in multiples of Rs. 1000, Rs. 

5000, etc. The lower the trigger for reversal, the better it is for your interest 

earnings. Secondly, a ‘Last In First Out’ (LIFO) method of reversing the funds 

is ideal, since it hurts less. However, not all banks follow this rule outright. 

SBI, for instance, has a default LIFO option but at the same time requires the 

customer to specify whether the LIFO or the ‘First in First Out’ (FIFO) principle 

should be applied while breaking the deposit.

Also, you need to check if funds will be reverse swept only to enable a 

transaction go through or a cheque to be passed or if it will be reversed 

even when your account balance falls below the minimum balance. If it is not 

applicable on the latter, you may end up being charged for non-maintenance 

of minimum balance.

Thus, even as you strive to be more nimble on your feet with your earnings, 

you must look before you leap.

How to trade cheap

[Important for: Economics]

What is discount broking?

Any person who wants to trade in shares needs to open a demat account with 

a broker. Thereafter, every trade that is done entails a brokerage, which can 

either be a fixed flat fee or a percentage of the trade value.

The recent years have seen the emergence of discount broking. Simply put, 

discount broking refers to a model wherein the broker either does not charge 

any brokerage or charges a very nominal flat fee for every transaction. Some 
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brokerages only charge an annual fee, say for instance Rs. 599 or Rs. 999, 

with a validity of one year and unlimited trades. Full service brokers charge 

a percentage of the trade value as their brokerage.

Is it better to trade through discount brokers?

In terms of trading cost, discount broking makes sense since an investor can 

save money that could have gone towards brokerage fee if he or she traded 

through a full-service broking house. It will be especially beneficial for day 

traders or arbitragers that typically do a large number of trades on a daily 

basis.

However, for a retail investor who rarely trades directly in equities, the cost 

benefit might not be substantial.

What do I lose out with discount broking?

Discount brokerages only provide a platform for investors and traders to 

trade in the capital market. Such trades can be done easily through their 

apps. So, while a user-friendly platform is available, users do not get access 

to value added services like research reports and stock recommendations. 

On the other hand, full service broking outfits allow their clients access to 

such services as well, apart from the trading platform.

Which are the leading discount brokerages?

Some leading discount broking entities in India are Zerodha, 5Paisa, Upstox, 

Samco Securities and Trade Smart Online. Interestingly, online major Paytm 

also recently announced its plans to enter the broking arena.

Discount broking or full-service broking?

It all boils down to the individual needs of the investor. If one is looking purely 

for a trading platform without any added services, then discount broking 

is the way to go. But, if you want regular updates in terms of analysis and 

recommendations, then the old-school full-service broking could be a better 

bet.
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Infosys Foundation’s FCRA licence cancelled
“The Foundation was registered under the FCRA Act in January 2016. In 

May 2016, the Government amended the FCRA Act in the Finance Bill with 

retrospective effect from 2010 as a result of which the Foundation no longer 

fell under the purview of the FCRA Act,” it said.

“The Foundation thereafter applied for its de-registration from FCRA with an 

additional request to cancel the FCRA registration in June 2016, and received 

acknowledgement from the FCRA wing in the same month,” it said.

The foundation added that it has submitted its annual returns for financial 

years 2016, 2017 and 2018 “though it did not fall under the purview of the 

Act following its amendment.”

“Additionally, the Foundation has also submitted necessary paperwork to 

the Government in July 2018, to showcase that the Foundation has not 

received any foreign funding. The Foundation has not received any notice to 

file returns pertaining to FCRA after April 2018,” it said.

As per its website, the foundation was established in 1996 and it supports 

programmes in the areas of education, rural development, healthcare, 

arts and culture, and destitute care. Its mission is to work in the remote 

regions of several States in India. Its chairperson is Sudha Murty, who has a 

master’s degree in electrical engineering from the Indian Institute of Science, 

Bangalore.

‘Discourse on WTO reform lacks balance’
The reforms being promoted in the World Trade Organization (WTO) are not 

in favour of the developing countries, the Ministry of Commerce said  .

Addressing the inaugural session of the WTO ministerial meeting, Commerce 

Secretary Anup Wadhawan said the existential challenges to the multilateral 

rules-based trading system were manifest in a spate of unilateral measures 
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and counter measures, deadlock in key areas of negotiations and the impasse 

in the appellate body.

“The situation in the WTO has spurred a strong discourse for reforming the 

WTO, which, unfortunately, is characterised by a complete lack of balance,” a 

Commerce Ministry statement quoted him as saying at the inaugural session 

of the meeting.

“The reform agenda being promoted does not address the concerns of the 

developing countries,” the Commerce Secretary added.

Mr. Wadhawan said that the meeting would provide a chance to reaffirm the 

resolve to keep development at the centre of the reform agenda.

“The reform initiatives must promote inclusiveness and non-discrimination, 

build trust and address the inequalities and glaring asymmetries in existing 

agreements,” Mr. Wadhawan said.

“These asymmetries are against the interest of developing countries including 

LDCs [least developed countries]. There is a need to work together to put 

issues of importance for developing countries and their priorities in the reform 

agenda.”

The fundamentals of the global multilateral trade system were being tested 

through a tide of protectionism around the world that was vitiating the global 

economic environment, Mr. Wadhawan said. This was not a situation that 

boded well for developing countries and LDCs, he added.

“India believes that developing countries need to work together to protect 

their interests in the WTO negotiations through preservation of the core 

fundamental principles of the WTO,” he said.

“The two-day meet gives an opportunity to the participating countries of 

developing a shared WTO reform proposal on issues of priority and interest 

for developing countries,” Mr. Wadhawan added. The ministerial deliberations 

will take place  .
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U.S. curbs: India to decide on Iran crude imports after polls
India will take a call on the purchase of Iranian energy after the general 

elections, External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj told her Iranian counterpart 

Javad Zarif here  .

The discussions come in the backdrop of escalating tensions in the Gulf after 

the U.S. waivers for supply of Iranian energy ended on May 2, prompting 

Tehran to declare that it would no longer be bound by the 2015 nuclear 

deal.

“On purchase of oil from Iran, External Affairs Minister reiterated the position 

that a decision will be taken after the elections keeping in mind our commercial 

considerations, energy security and economic interests,” said a source 

familiar with the discussion held between the two sides at the Jawaharlal 

Nehru Bhavan here.

Rising tensions

The Indian side said the visit of the Foreign Minister was undertaken “at his 

own initiative” to update about the developments in the Gulf region where 

tension escalated over the weekend as incidents of sabotage were reported 

in Saudi Arabia. Tehran, meanwhile, indicated that it would leave the Joint 

Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA) that was agreed upon during the 

second tenure of U.S. President Barack Obama.

Following Tuesday’s meeting, Mr. Zarif had described the talks he held in 

India and Turkmenistan as “excellent”.

“Those who actually live in our fragile neighbourhood have a real national 

security interest in promoting peace, stability, cooperation and connectivity. 

Iran remains a most accessible, sustainable and secure partner,” he said in 

a social media message after meeting Ms. Swaraj.

Indicating continued energy trade, Mr. Zarif had told reporters that Tehran 

and New Delhi have devised plans to ensure supply. “The two sides have 
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designed a special financial system to augment trade and economic 

cooperation,” the Minister said. However, India has not announced any such 

plans as yet.

The visiting minister also informed India that as per the announcement of 

President Hassan Rouhani, Iran has given a 60-day timeline to the EU-3 

and other parties to the nuclear deal for restoring oil and banking channels. 

As part of the JCPOA, Iran was required to sell its surplus enriched uranium 

abroad, rather than store it inside the country. Mr. Rouhani had declared on 

May 8 that Iran would not keep this part of the promise after U.S. withdrew 

from the deal.

Ms. Swaraj conveyed India’s position on the critical nuclear deal that had 

restored banking and trade rights to Tehran after decades, and urged the 

stakeholders to resolve differences peacefully.

“India would like all parties to the agreement to continue to fulfill their 

commitments and all parties should engage constructively and resolve all 

issues peacefully and through dialogue,” the source said.

Act fast on employment scheme bills, CM tells officials
Chief Minister N. Chandrababu Naidu has asked officials to take up the issue 

of pending NREGS bills with the Centre. In the meantime, bank loans can be 

taken to meet the situation, he added.

Andhra Pradesh has been in the first and second positions with regard to the 

implementation of the NREGS, he said.

Mr. Naidu, who chaired the Cabinet meeting  , said the officials can kick-start 

the process as the Centre has responded positively to the State’s request for 

raising bank loans.

Crop loss

He asked the officials to send the proposals to the Centre for compensation 
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towards kharif and rabi losses. It was estimated that as much as Rs. 1,800 

crore loss was incurred during kharif. Similarly, the loss was in the region of 

Rs. 501 crore during rabi. The government declared 257 mandals as drought 

hit in the State during rabi. Similarly, 347 mandals were declared as drought 

hit during kharif.

‘Approach EC’

A couple of Ministers pointed out that the cheques relating to the Chief 

Minister’s Relief Fund (CMRF) were kept on hold. In response to it, Mr. 

Naidu suggested that the officials take permission from the ECI and see that 

the cheques were released without delay.

When Minister Adinarayana Reddy pointed that there was acute drinking 

water shortage in Kadapa and other districts, the Chief Minister asked the 

officials to see that the drinking water was supplied daily instead of alternate 

days or once in a week. The Fani cyclone impacted agriculture and horticulture 

in the State. It was estimated that the loss was Rs. 3.39 crore in agriculture 

and Rs. 2.95 crore in the horticulture sector, the officials told the CM.

WTO: India moots ‘unbiased’ assessment of trade policies
India is trying to rally the support of other developing countries in the World 

Trade Organisation to reform the “biased” system of assessing a country’s 

services trade policies, according to an official closely associated with the 

development.

The existing system, developed by the Organisation for Economic Co-

operation and Development (OECD), has significant quantitative and 

qualitative flaws, said Manoj Pant, Director of the Indian Institute of Foreign 

Trade, and author of the study commissioned by the Ministry of Commerce. 

Further, it is biased towards developed countries, he said. The study also 

found that the OECD method resulted in several counter-intuitive results as 
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compared with the real policies implemented by the countries in question, 

such as ranking India very high in terms of restrictiveness.

‘Reliable mechanism’

India has come up with a “better and more reliable” mechanism to measure 

restrictiveness in the services trade, and has approached China, Brazil, 

Indonesia, Turkey and South Africa to highlight the importance of the new 

system. Representatives of all these countries were in New Delhi   and 

Tuesday for a WTO meeting.

“Not only does the alternative indicator satisfy all the statistical properties, 

but it is also shown to be correct for most of the limitations of the OECD 

methodology, and hence, can be used as a better indicator of the true [policy] 

position of an economy,” the study said.

India finds OECD index for services trade faulty
India has found problems with the current method under which the 

Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) ranks 

countries based on their services trade policies, indicating the outcomes are 

biased and counter-intuitive.

Launched in 2014, the Services Trade Restrictiveness Index (STRI), 

computed by the OECD, is now available for 2018 for a total of 45 economies 

(36 OECD and the rest non-OECD) and 22 sectors.

The OECD index has a large number of problems associated with it, including 

some significant design issues that render it impractical for use, a study 

commissioned by the Commerce Ministry found.

“For example, the index seems to show the Indian services sector as one of 

the most restrictive, particularly in policy areas like foreign entry,” the study, 

reviewed by The Hindu , said.

“This seems surprising as since 1991, the one area that has seen maximum 
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liberalisation in India is FDI.”

Liberalisation of FDI

“The Ministry said it seems funny that India’s foreign entry restrictions are 

being classified as being the most restrictive when we know that since 1991, 

if anything has been liberalised, it’s foreign investment,” said Manoj Pant, 

director, Indian Institute of Foreign Trade and the author of the study.

“Initial work suggests that there are both theoretical and empirical 

inconsistencies in the OECD methodology,” the report added. “For example, 

change in regulatory measures in one policy area can lead to dramatic 

changes in the STRI in another policy area which is not very useful for policy 

purposes.”

“In addition, the data seems to have been generated by rather arbitrary 

procedures and reflects a developed country bias,” the report concluded.

In order to rectify this, Mr. Pant and his team of econometricians designed 

a new way of measuring restrictiveness in the services trade that would be 

more robust and would not have a bias either for developed or developing 

countries.

Building consensus

India has approached several developing countries during the recently-

concluded World Trade Organization talks in New Delhi to try to build 

consensus around the new method of measuring trade restrictiveness in the 

services sector.

“We have currently approached China, Brazil, Indonesia, Turkey, and South 

Africa,” Mr. Pant said.

“We had also planned on Malaysia, but they have not come.

“The manufacturing trade has a well-documented system of classification of 

commodities through which you can tell exactly what the commodity is and 

also what the applied tariffs and effective tariffs are, and, hence, see how 
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restrictive any country’s policies are,” Mr. Pant explained.

The problem in services, he explained, is that for a long time there wasn’t 

any way to know whether a country’s policies were restrictive. “Even if you 

could ascertain that, one didn’t know what to do about it since services trade 

is usually regulated by domestic regulations and not border tariffs.

“There have been surprisingly few attempts at quantifying the restrictiveness 

of the services trade,” Mr. Pant said.

RBI envisions fourfold growth in digital transactions by 2021
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has envisaged four times growth in digital 

transaction in two years, in the payment system vision document for 2019-

2021 released.

Payment Systems Vision 2021, with its 36 specific action points and 12 

specific outcomes, aims to achieve a ‘highly digital’ and ‘cash-lite’ society 

through the goal posts of competition, cost effectiveness, convenience and 

confidence (4Cs).

The RBI expects accelerated growth in individual retail electronic payment 

systems, both in terms of number of transactions and increased availability.

Payment systems like UPI and IMPS are likely to register average annualised 

growth of over 100%, and NEFT at 40%, over the vision period. “The number 

of digital transactions is expected to increase more than four times from 2,069 

crore in December 2018 to 8,707 crore in December 2021,” the document 

said.

A 35% growth has been targeted in use of digital modes of payment for 

purchase of goods and services through increase in debit card transactions 

at point-of-sale terminals during the vision period.

Use of debit cards in PoS transactions is expected to be at least 44% of total 

debit card transactions.
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“In value terms, it is 15.2% in 2018-19 (5.2% in 2014-15) which is expected 

to be 22% by end 2021,” it said. It is expected that there will be 5 million PoS 

machines by 2021. Mobile based transaction are projected to increase by 

50%, considering lower base.

No specific target

Interestingly, no specific target has been considered for reducing cash in 

circulation.

“While no specific target is considered for cash in circulation, the enhanced 

availability of PoS infrastructure is expected to reduced demand for cash 

and thus, over time, achieve reduction in Cash in Circulation (CIC) as a 

percentage of GDP,” the document said.

RBI now uses divergence to compel banks to improve their 
loan-loss ratios
At least three public sector banks that have reported earnings for the January-

March quarter have mentioned ‘divergence’ in bad loan recognition and have 

made provisions for such loans.

Divergence takes place when the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) finds that a 

lender has under-reported (or not reported at all) bad loans in a particular 

year and hence asks the lender to make disclosures if under-reporting is 

more than 10% of bad loans or the provisioning.

Three state-run banks — Union Bank of India, Indian Bank and Central Bank 

of India — had reported divergence while announcing the results. In all these 

banks, divergence was spotted for the financial year 2017-18.

Higher provisioning for divergence was one of the reasons for them to report 

losses for the quarter. Interestingly, divergence was identified not because 

these banks hadn’t classified the loan as non-performing assets (NPA) but 

because they were late in classifying them.
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NPA classification

Since the date of classification as NPA had been pushed back, the banks 

had to make higher provisioning due to the ageing factor. In the first stage of 

NPA, which is the ‘sub-standard’ category, 15-20% provision is required and 

for next category, which is ‘doubtful’, a 40% provision is required.

“During the annual inspection, RBI supervisors pointed out that if one bank 

has identified an account as NPA six months earlier, for example, then why 

have other banks delayed in recognising the same. So, banks have been 

asked to classify the account as NPA on an earlier date, which means, 

increase in provisioning requirement due to ageing factor,” a top official from 

a public sector bank said.

Some bankers said the identification was pushed back by two years in some 

cases. Since banks had to increase their provisioning, this resulted in higher 

provision coverage ratios (PCR).

Central Bank of India’s provision coverage ratio had improved to 76.6% as 

on March 31, 2019, from 63.31% a year earlier, while Union Bank’s improved 

to 66.24% from 57.18%. Indian Bank’s provision coverage ratio was 65.72%. 

In 2009, RBI had mandated a 70% provision coverage ratio, which resulted 

in banks increasing their coverage. However, in April 2011, the mandate was 

withdrawn.

Provision coverage ratio

With the asset quality of banks starting to worsen from about 2013-2014, the 

PCR level of banks has fallen sharply.

Now, the banking regulator has found a way to increase the loan-loss ratio 

without mandating any particular level.

‘New U.S. immigration rules to benefit Indian professionals 
with special skills’
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Indian professionals with specialised skills will be the biggest beneficiaries 

of U.S. President Donald Trump’s proposed immigration policy, said K.V. 

Kumar, chairman and CEO, Indian American International Chamber of 

Commerce (IAICC).

The IAICC represents over six lakh small and medium Indian or Indian-origin 

enterprises around the globe.

He insisted that the proposed immigration scheme, which will focus on a 

points-based system that prioritises the admission of immigrants with certain 

education and employment qualifications, would definitely help Indian 

professionals who are seeking U.S. visas/green cards.

“It proposes to consider 57% of immigrants for skill-based green cards. That’s 

over a fourfold increase from the existing 12%. A large population of Indians, 

who are currently on H-IB visas are going to benefit from it,” said Mr. Kumar 

who has worked with all U.S. Presidents starting with Ronald Reagan to Mr. 

Trump.

Though family visas may be cut to 33% from 66% now, under the new scheme, 

visa processing for spouses and parents will be done at a fast pace.

Based on his interaction with the SMB (small and medium business) 

community, Mr. Kumar further said, the Indian business community in the 

U.S. was quite upbeat about the proposed changes as it would increase the 

scope for talent transfer between the U.S. and India.

”India already is a huge beneficiary of U.S. visas and green cards. The U.S. 

will only be more gracious and willing to offer visas to eligible Indians. The 

fake Michigan University kind of incidents have spoilt the reputation of India. 

So, it is critical that governments, companies and educational institutions 

here do a proper screening of visa applicants to avoid embarrassments,” he 

cautioned.

As per a Washington DC-based fact tank, Pew Research Center, during 
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fiscal 2017, some 748,746 people were granted family-based permanent 

residency in the U.S. Under employment-based immigration (12%), 1,37,855 

people were given residency, 1,20,356 came under refugees (11%), under 

others (6%) came 68,618 asylees and parolees and another 51,592 people 

were given permanent residency under diversity (5%).

“These new proposals, if approved by the Congress, have the potential to 

dramatically alter the immigration landscape of the U.S. It is encouraging that 

talent, skills and expertise will be given preference over family,’’ said Sajai 

Singh, senior partner at J. Sagar Associates.

It’s sensible to add critical illness cover to your health policy
A hospitalisation policy is a health insurance cover under which you can 

claim the actual cost incurred. In insurance parlance, it is called an indemnity 

policy.

A benefit policy, on the other hand, pays the sum insured (SI) as a lump sum 

when an insured event takes place, regardless of your expenditure. Critical 

Illness (CI) policies are benefit policies in health insurance under which claims 

can be made on diagnosis of one of the illnesses specified under the policy. 

They provide additional financial support for the high cost of treatment of 

these illnesses and for the prolonged recovery period when earnings may be 

affected.

Policy renewal

The advantage of taking a CI policy in addition to a hospitalisation policy 

is that you can make a claim under both policies for the same event. After 

this, the CI policy comes to an end while the hospitalisation policy can be 

renewed.

Most general insurance companies in India offer CI policies as do specialised 
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health insurance companies.

They cover several named major illnesses, including coronary heart disease, 

cancer, kidney failure, stroke brain surgery and so on.

In addition, specialised policies for cancer are available from many companies; 

Future Generali Total Insurance Solutions has a heart cover alone. Many 

term life insurance policies offer a CI cover as an optional rider and they can 

be cheaper to buy although the list of illnesses could also be restricted.

Coming to the sum insured (SI), you can choose from Rs. 1 lakh to Rs. 50 

lakh. If your CI cover is a rider on a term life policy, then the maximum sum 

assured (SA) on the rider would depend on the main SA of the policy as there 

are restrictions on rider premium in relation to the main policy premium.

Like any health policy, a CI policy has standard exclusions. Any pre-existing 

condition is excluded for an initial period of 3 or 4 years.

No claim is admissible for 90 days after inception of cover and other usual 

exclusions are any critical illness in presence of HIV infection and/or any 

AIDS, congenital diseases, abuse of drugs and alcohol and any treatment 

arising from pregnancy, miscarriage, maternity or birth.

The entire sum insured may not apply on each of the critical illnesses listed. 

There are claim limits for different illnesses and these vary by company as 

well.

There is also a survival period clause for payment of claim.

If the insured is diagnosed with one of the critical illnesses listed in the policy, 

he has to survive for a specified number of days after the diagnosis for the 

claim to be payable. This varies between policies and illnesses. In addition, 

a typical CI policy has no death benefit.

CI rider with term plan

To get around both these constraints you can buy a CI rider with a term 

plan.
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The premium for CI cover as a rider is typically lower as well and this can be 

misleadingly attractive. For example, a Rs. 1 crore term life cover for a 28-

year old male can have a Rs. 10 lakh CI cover at the cost of just Rs. 2,500 

while a standalone CI cover can cost Rs. 6,000, but the illnesses covered 

are not uniform. So, the nature and number of illnesses covered by different 

riders and the cap on their claim amounts should be the factors you base 

your decision on.

There are also CI policies with return of premium which typically cost about 

50-60% more.

Premium for CI policies carry benefits under Section 80D of the Income Tax 

Act, 1961 starting at Rs. 50,000 deduction if the insured is below 60 years of 

age and going up to Rs. 1 lakh if the insured and his parents are above 60 

years old.

Range of options

CI policies range from the simple to the sophisticated and not just in terms of 

the quantum of cover they offer.

For example, Cigna TTK Health Insurance Company offers an extended 

policy that covers organ donors, offers an annual health check-up and the 

option to convert it into a comprehensive health plan after four years, that is 

a hospitalisation policy plus CI policy rolled into one.

Once your basic hospitalisation policy and any top-up policies are in place, 

it is time to consider a CI policy which can actually serve as a means of 

supporting your family through extended treatment and recovery phases.

Some extras in a hospitalisation policy are as follows.

Free health check-up : Typical hospitalisation policies offer a free health check-

up every three or four claim-free policy years. The amount reimbursable is 

usually a percentage of the SI with a cap.

Depending on age at entry or if there is adverse medical history, you will 

have to undergo a medical check-up at the proposal stage. This cost is to be 
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borne by you, and half of it will be reimbursed if the proposal is accepted.

Daily allowance

Some hospitalisation policies offer a daily cash allowance for each day of 

hospital stay. This is usually a percentage of the SI with an overall cap per 

hospitalisation.

Unless it an optional extra purchased under the policy, the daily allowance 

will be deducted from your SI.

There are policies that pay the hospitalisation costs incurred by the insured 

on an organ donor. This will not include cost of the organ and the claim for 

the costs of the insured and donor should be within the SI of the policy.

Cover for a baby

On some policies, should an insured have a baby during a policy period, it 

is covered from the day of its birth until policy renewal date against illnesses 

and injuries.

Financial sector mishaps will bring discipline
He is soft-spoken yet conveys a clear sense of command over whatever he 

speaks about. He has a penchant for cracking crossword puzzles. And, his 

clarity of thought expresses itself in a no-nonsense way. In this free-wheeling 

interview, M.M. Murugappan , executive chairman, Murugappa Group, talks 

on a wide range of subjects. Edited excerpts:

Uncertainty has been prevalent in the NBFC sector A liquidity crunch is 

causing missed opportunities. Is such uncertainty unprecedented?

Problems have remained latent. All these cannot come up overnight. These 

have to surface at some point of time or the other. Once it surfaces, then 

there is a domino effect. So, in a way, if you look at it positively, I think this 

will bring in discipline. And in the long term, business velocity will improve.

How are you tackling the fallout of issues that have cropped up in the 
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financial services sector?

You have to be proactive and plan accordingly. Today, every stakeholder and 

certainly investors want to know what our risk management approach is. In 

financial services particularly, managing risk is as important as acquiring 

customers and servicing them. Therefore, we will continue in our financial 

services businesses to look for quality opportunities and manage our risks 

well. We will use technology to do so and be efficient across all aspects of 

business.

Credit has tightened in the marketplace. What is your take on this?

This phenomenon will be there. Some amount of tightening will take place 

and must take place. With far greater discipline and confidence that arises 

out of it, there could be shakeouts. But then, companies will be looking to do 

quality business... as customers become disciplined and ensure that EMIs 

are on time ... the risk we take with two or three EMIs is gone now. We have 

to make accounting provisions for it. Overall, the discipline is good. It may 

indicate only a temporary slowdown.

Two points add to the latency ... what is missing is the long-term availability 

of funds particularly for infrastructure. So, when you do not have sources 

of long-term funds, people obviously will tap into sources of funds which 

are short-term in nature and at a lower cost. It will lead to these types of 

practices. Second is the diversion of sources of funds. Regulators should 

look at both these angles.

Is the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code helping industry?

Conceptually, it is a good thing. Maybe, it needs to play out in the right way. 

Resolutions are taking time.

Is it true that post IBC, traditional industries are afraid of accessing 

bank funds? Are you wary of bank funding?

We are not wary of bank funding. We are certainly traditional and conservative. 

We are going to diversify our funding sources to try and match requirements. 
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There is plenty of funding available today for a good corporate.

Now there may be a view that a certain amount of funding should be raised 

only through bonds. Good traditional companies will always look at their 

source and mix of funds in a very cautious way.

Though India has many good things to offer, our image has a negative 

tinge in terms of stories of financial fraud. How do you view the 

situation?

I am very positive on India. From my group’s perspective, we are long-term 

players, in terms of history, legacy, approach and what we do... we look to the 

future. I am quite confident of the India growth story. We had some temporary 

blips caused by various things. There may be immediate concerns. But from 

longer-term point of view, the India story is good.

These changes that we are seeing ... in the financial sector and general 

reforms ... are in the right direction. All these are going to strengthen the 

stability of the economy. Good groups are not averse to approaching banks, 

and banks are eager to work with us.

Going by the happenings in the telecom and airline sectors, do you 

think we need to have regulated competition?

The important thing is that everyone should get value for money. Should 

unit price necessarily be cheap? Is the consumer getting value for money? 

People who are able to sustain alone are able to remain strong. Even the 

normal consumer has aspirations.

Captains of industry can try and foster this. People today are seeking 

value for money. They are willing to pay for services, even in the repair and 

maintenance space. That sector will grow.

Is the Indian economy in a robust condition or is it facing challenges?

Economy stability is there. India is not an unstable country. Today, we are 

not creating enough jobs. Where are those jobs going to come from? They 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    
Economy

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

have to come from a combination of organised industry, entrepreneurship, 

government and utilities. They have to come from across all sectors.

Where do you see job opportunities in your group firms?

We are expanding feet on the street. We need a lot of people in financial 

services. Today, people are not available for jobs. We recruit people for 

attitude and train them for skill.

Are you into supporting new-age firms? Are you investing in start-

ups?

Yes, we are doing it in pockets, but not as a policy yet. We are working with 

some start-up firms.

We are giving them an opportunity to test their hypothesis in our group ... be 

it manufacturing, financial services, engineering or agriculture.

We are not fussy about where in the world we do this ... naturally, proximity 

to India is better. We are trying to give people opportunities. The core thing 

about the Murugappa Group is that we look at things from a long-term view.

Can you elaborate on your tie-up with the Indian Space Research 

Organisation for technology to make lithium-ion batteries?

The Indian Space Research Organisation has a technology to make lithium-

ion batteries. It is a technology that has not scaled yet.

They have chosen many parties in India to provide the technology. The 

mandate of the government research organisation is basically to propagate 

this with many companies in the country.

We have taken this to understand the technology, rather than to make 

lithum-ion batteries, and look at supplying materials to the makers of such 

batteries.

What can a new government do to tackle demand slump?
What are the indicators of an economic slowdown?
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Sales of cars, scooters, motorcycles and tractors have contracted over the 

last few months, in comparison to the same period in 2018. There is also 

a slowdown in the growth of sales of consumer goods that has fast-moving 

consumer goods firms worried. This is even more significant as it is happening 

at a time when India is going through the world’s costliest election ever, with 

political parties pumping huge amounts of money into the economy. This 

shows that Indian consumers are holding on to their money and not spending 

it as fast as they used to earlier, which is a cause for concern.

What are the other indicators of a slowdown?

Non-oil, non-gold, non-silver imports are a good indicator of consumer demand. 

A study of these imports from April 2017 shows that they have contracted 

between January and April 2019, in comparison to the last year. This is similar 

to the contraction in other sectors. It just reaffirms the consumption slowdown 

in the economy during this period and adds to fears that one of the biggest 

tasks of the new government will be to tackle the slowdown. One man’s 

spending is another man’s income. This cycle creates economic growth. But 

there is a problem in this regard.

Why is consumption growth important?
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Private consumption expenditure was expected to form 59.5% of the Indian 

economy in FY19. This was likely to grow by 12.4%. Consumption growth is 

a major driver of economic growth.

What does a slowdown in consumption mean for India?

A consumption slowdown will push economic growth down—likely to below 

7% a year. Consumption has been one part of the economy that has been 

robust in the last few years. Its slowdown means lower tax collections, 

especially in terms of the goods and services tax. This puts pressure on 

government expenditure and pushes up government borrowings. It is also 

likely to bump up interest rates, though much of the talk these days is about 

lower interest rates.

What can the government do?

One suggestion that has been made is that the government find ways to raise 

expenditure. If this is done, economic growth is bound to pick up. But such 

an approach was taken during and after the 2008 financial crisis. It did push 

up growth in the short term, but in the long run the economy faced inflation, 

high interest rates and the problem of huge bad loans of banks. Sometimes, 

riding the status quo makes sense.

RBI’s vision document on payment systems to spur digital 
economy: Fintech firms
The RBI’s ‘Payment Systems Vision 2021’ document would act as a catalyst 

for promoting digital economy and instill confidence among the general public, 

fintech companies say.

Aiming at a ‘cash-lite’ society, the Reserve Bank of India last week released 

the vision document for ensuring a safe, secure, convenient, quick and 

affordable e-payment system as it expects the number of digital transactions 

to increase more than four times to 8,707 crore in December 2021.
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The RBI has said it will implement the approach outlined in the document 

during the period 2019 - 2021.

COO of Payworld Praveen Dhabhai said the vision document has a focus 

on empowering payment system providers and at the same time providing 

ease to consumers.

“We are confident with our vision as a payment system provider aligned 

with the regulators, we will be able to contribute in increasing the digital 

transactions penetrations especially in the assisted segment in smaller cities 

and rural Indian,” he said.

Navin Surya, Chairman Emeritus, Payments Council of India said: “Clarity 

in defining outcomes in terms of scale of digital and overall payments vis a 

vis GDP is a very good measurement to look forward to and also assess the 

impact of work done by all stakeholders.”

However, KYC simplicity, digital KYC and KYC bureau, as well as simplification 

of existing policies to enable NBFCs to issue credit cards is missing from the 

document, said Surya, who is also the chairman of Fintech Convergence 

Council.

Mandar Agashe, founder and vice chairman, Sarvatra Technologies, was 

of the opinion that the 24X7 helpline that the RBI plans to set will help in 

instilling confidence in customers regarding the digital payments system.

Other than this, geo-tagging of payment system touchpoints will help 

companies understand where and what type of transactions are taking place, 

which will also lead to curtailing frauds, he added.

The document said payment systems like UPI/IMPS are likely to register 

average annualised growth of over 100 per cent and NEFT at 40 per cent 

over the vision period (up to December 2021).

The ‘Payment and Settlement Systems in India: Vision 2019 - 2021’, with its 

core theme of ‘Empowering Exceptional (E)payment Experience’, envisages 
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to achieve “a highly digital and cash-lite society” through the goal posts of 

competition, cost effectiveness, convenience and confidence (4Cs).

Gaurav Chopra, founder and CEO, IndiaLends, said, “With growing 

competition, industry players will be able to offer services at an optimal 

cost to their customers. RBI aims to bring innovation in technology and 

processes that will eventually save time of end consumers.”

CEO and co-founder of NiYO, Vinay Bagri said some of the measures 

proposed by RBI, such as self-regulatory organisation, strengthening offline 

payments and feature phone-based payment services, will go a long way in 

democratising the payments ecosystem.

NSSO’s latest report a setback in effort to improve state 
GDP data
The disappointing results of the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO) 74th 

round field survey of services firms have impaired India’s chances of 

improving the accuracy of state-level estimates of gross domestic product, 

or GSDP, according to economists and statisticians.

The data issues in GSDP estimation matter because the changes in the 

methodology have led to wide discrepancies across states. This has 

impacted the borrowing limits for states, as well as the likely share of federal 

funds that they could receive (see Plain Facts).

The advisory council of the 15th Finance Commission is set to discuss these 

issues, two people with direct knowledge of the matter said on condition of 

anonymity.

Mint reported last week that a key database introduced inIndia’s new GDP 

series, MCA-21, has been found to be full of gaps, citing a “technical report” 

prepared by NSSO on the basis of the 74th round survey.

The report showed that 16.4% of companies in the MCA-21 database were 
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either non-traceable or closed, and another 21.4% were “out of coverage” or 

misclassified. The disappointing results of the survey meant that two detailed 

reports based on the survey had to be junked.

Documents accessed by Mint show that official statisticians were banking 

on the survey results to remedy the problems with gross state domestic 

product figures.

Queries regarding the accuracy of GSDP numbers mailed to chief statistician 

Pravin Srivastava and senior Central Statistics Office (CSO) officials   evening 

have not elicited a response so far.

As reported by Mint earlier (“How India’s statistical system was crippled”, 

8 May), Ahmedabad-based economist and member of the monetary policy 

committee of the Reserve Bank of India Ravindra H. Dholakia had first raised 

questions about the new GSDP figures.

In a paper co-authored with Manish Pandya of the Gujarat directorate of 

economics and statistics and published in the journal of the Pune-based 

Indian School of Political Economy (ISPE) in 2017, Dholakia pointed out 

that the flawed use of the MCA-21 database had distorted GSDP figures for 

Gujarat.

At a 2018 conference held by ISPE in Pune to discuss these issues, 

statisticians from a few other states also raised questions about the new GDP 

series, and the manner in which the MCA-21 database was used to “allocate” 

state-level estimates from national estimates in a top-down manner.

In her response to these criticisms, CSO’s deputy director general at the 

time, T. Rajeshwari, acknowledged the limitations of the MCA-21 database 

and the lack of state-level information, and said the results of the 74th round 

survey of services firms would help bring about a significant improvement in 

the quality of the GSDP estimates by allowing states to generate their own 

bottom-up estimates of the corporate sector.
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“The NSS 74th round (prelude to the Annual Survey of Services Sector)... is 

a first survey of its kind, covering large business establishments of services 

sector using list frame,” said a concept paper presented by Rajeshwari at the 

conference. “In future, this survey would enable states to compile estimates 

of private corporate sector.”

The discouraging results of the 74th round survey meant that hope had been 

belied, said J. Dennis Rajakumar, director of Economic and Political Weekly 

Research Foundation, who was also a participant at the Pune conference.

“Given the limited state-level information in the MCA-21 database, CSO uses 

proxies to allocate the national figures to states,” Rajakumar said. “For the 

industrial sector, state-level estimates from the Annual Survey of Industries 

data are used to allocate valued added in output. But for services, where 

there is no such survey available, there is a problem.”

The 74th round services survey was supposed to fill this gap but given the 

large number of out-of-survey units, the survey findings won’t be used for 

estimation.

The results of the survey, apart from raising serious questions about the 

MCA-21 database, have raised doubts over the proposed Annual Survey of 

Services Sector survey, which was supposed to follow this survey and use 

the MCA-21 database as its sampling frame.

The design for the Annual Survey of Services Sector survey, due to be rolled 

out early next year, is yet to be finalized.

There is little clarity on the way forward considering the limitations of the 

MCA-21 database highlighted by the 74th round technical report, a person 

with direct knowledge of the matter said on condition of anonymity.

“The way forward lies in discussions,” said former chief statistician Pronab 

Sen, who heads the technical committee for Annual Survey of Services 

Sector. “We are still discussing.”
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Price rise not an issue this time: PM
In his address to BJP workers here after NDA’s victory in the general election, 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi recounted what he felt were unique and historic 

aspects of the mandate.

“In our country, for many years, we have had what was a fake mask of 

secularism, which would be used to cover all manner of things, frequent 

calls would be given for seculars to get together for what was a convenient 

mask. In 2019, the entire coterie that used to use this mask to fool the world 

has stopped doing so. The other big thing is that in every election since 

independence, price rise used to be an issue; this time around, for the first 

time an incumbent government did not face this as a poll issue. Lastly, 

there were many elections fought by governments which had to answer to 

corruption charges; but this time, we fought without a blemish of a corruption 

taint,” he said.

“This is not my or the BJP’s victory alone. It is the victory of citizens who 

aspire for an honest government, for the mothers who want a toilet built in 

their house, for the sick who wait for years to save money to seek treatment 

and who are now covered by Ayushman Bharat, for the farmer who toils in the 

field for a just price for his produce, for the 40 crore unorganisedlabourwho 

for the first time have the assurance of benefits, and the honest taxpayer who 

wants the assurance that the tax he/she is paying is going to the right place,” 

he said.

He also struck a note of conciliation towards the Opposition, saying it would be 

his endeavour to take everyone along as Prime Minister. “ Sarkareinbahumat 

se chalti hon, par Deshsarvmat se chaltahai [governments may run on 

majorities but the country runs on consensus],” he said.

He also promised that his government would respect the bounds placed by 

the Constitution.
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SEBI panel moots changes to FPI rules
As part of its attempts to streamline the regulations to encourage foreign 

inflows in the Indian market, the Securities and Exchange Board of India 

(SEBI) has proposed fast track on-boarding procedure for such investors, 

apart from a simplified registration process.

The capital markets regulator   released the report of the working group 

formed under the chairmanship of former RBI deputy governor HR Khan 

last year. “As a key source of capital to the Indian economy, it is important to 

ensure a harmonised and hassle-free investment experience for international 

investors and improve transparency as economic regulations evolve,” stated 

the report released.

“Against this background, the group’s primary objectives were consolidation, 

simplification, rationalisation and liberalisation,” it added. Among other 

things, the group has also recommended pension funds to be considered for 

Category I FPIs registration, removal of opaque structure and the review of 

broad-based conditions for appropriately regulated entities.

The committee has further proposed a liberalised investment cap under a 

review of prohibited sectors for foreign investment for FPIs, restriction on 

Sovereign Wealth Funds (SWFs) for investment in corporate debt securities, 

and permitting FPIs for off-market transactions.

The committee has also proposed alignment of regulations for FPIs and 

Alternate Investment Funds (AIFs) and the harmonisation between investment 

restrictions in FPI regulations and Foreign Exchange Management Act 

(FEMA).

“Keeping in view the emerging global concerns on the integrity and identity 

of cross-border investors, it is considered important to continue to focus on 

sound and stable market polices, with robust anti-money laundering rules, 

while at the same time ensuring investor-friendly measures to attract and 
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retain long term capital,” the report read.

Interestingly, in terms of restrictions on FPI investments in mutual funds, the 

group said that there was a need for further deliberations on whether such 

restrictions should be there.

FPIs are currently not permitted to invest in liquid and money market mutual 

fund schemes.

RBI rate cut may warrant minor tweaks in our debt portfolio, 
but there is no cause for big shifts
Apart from cutting the benchmark repo rate by 25 basis points for the second 

time in a row, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) also announced measures to 

increase liquidity to ensure that the effect of the rate cut actually makes it to 

the real economy.

Higher liquidity chasing the same volume of debt pulls down market interest 

rates. This, in turn, increases the value of bonds issued at older rates, 

particularly long-dated bonds. Savvy investors who bought into long-dated 

bonds and long-duration debt funds have already pocketed decent levels of 

gains, with the yields in the market already having factored in a rate cut.

So what does the rate cut mean for investors in fixed-income products, 

including debt funds? Debt investors either look for the stability of pure 

interest income or for higher total return, which is a combination of interest 

income and gains from the appreciation in the price of the securities, albeit 

with higher volatility. The choice of the debt investment usually reflects this.

Investors seeking the comfort of an assured fixed income should consider 

tying into the higher yields of government-administered small savings 

schemes and bank fixed deposits (FDs). Some of these schemes allow you 

to lock into a rate, while others have their rate reviewed every quarter. The 

caveat is that if government securities yields, to which the interest rates of 
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these schemes are benchmarked, rise either on account of rising oil prices 

or the monsoons playing truant, then we may see higher rates in the coming 

quarters. Many of these schemes also offer tax benefits that makes post-tax 

returns from them attractive.

Apart from bank FDs, another option for investors seeking to lock in higher 

yields is buying non-convertible debentures (NCDs). A slew of these is set to 

be launched, including the second tranche of L&T Finance NCD and Sriram 

City Union Finance NCD. “Investors with large debt portfolios can think of 

investing in higher-rated NCD issues which are coming up, to get the benefit 

of rates north of 9%,” said Mahesh Mirpuri of Invest Mutual, a Chennai-based 

mutual fund distributor. But the post-tax returns may not be as attractive and 

the credit risk in these bonds need to be closely watched.

The latest rate cut has raised two key questions for the category of investors 

looking to earn total returns. First, whether there is a case for investors to buy 

long-duration or gilt funds to capture the ongoing rate cutting cycle.

On this question, fund managers advise caution. “A moderate approach 

through short- or medium-term funds is advisable. Those who want to take 

duration calls can make tail (small incremental) allocations to gilt funds,” said 

Lakshmi Iyer, head, fixed income, Kotak Asset Management Co. Ltd.

“Corporate bond funds are also a good alternative,” she added. This is on 

account of their high-grade bonds which are relatively liquid and their lower 

expense ratios. Corporate bond funds are mandated by capital market 

regulator Securities and Exchange Board of India (Sebi) to invest 80% of 

their assets in bonds with the highest credit rating (such as AAA). However, 

there are no restrictions on the duration calls they can take. Typically, they 

have average portfolio maturities of one to three years.

Should investors with short investment horizons consider moving out from 

liquid funds? Given that the rates in very short-term instruments, in which 
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liquid funds invest, are going to be the first to see the impact of the rate cut, 

returns from liquid funds could suffer.

This question is also pertinent for investors in systematic transfer plans 

(STPs) of liquid funds for transferring funds to equity funds. “We had already 

recommended a shift from the liquid to the low-duration category for investors 

doing STPs. A rate cut cycle only strengthens this argument,” said Devang 

Shah, deputy head, fixed income, Axis Mutual Fund.

Deepali Sen, founder-partner of Srujan Financial Advisors, said that retail 

investors are more concerned about liquidity and safety in their short-term 

investments rather than returns. “For an emergency corpus, people can 

continue in liquid funds. However, STP investors can look at the ultra short-

term or low duration category. This is because a typical STP lasts for at least 

12 months,” she added.

Markets like a decisive and reformist govt
Welcome back, Mr Narendra Modi! We are happy to have you,” India said  . 

Markets screamed, “AbkiBaar Sensex ChaaleesHazaar (This time, Sensex 

at 40,000)”, instantly. As India creates history with a repeat majority mandate 

for the first time in 48 years, BSE Sensex has also witnessed unprecedented 

growth that only seeks to reinforce our belief that a strong government is the 

biggest ally for wealth creation.

This also shows the comfort the markets have had with the continuation of the 

policies of the government. The sustained hard work for the past five years 

will now allow the prime minister and his team to take up several reforms 

in his next term and make India a country that is entirely business friendly. 

His government has streamlined regulations, tackled corruption, promoted 

entrepreneurship, created jobs and worked towards a newer and better India. 

However, this is just the beginning. In the next five years, markets have a 
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realistic hope for BSE Sensex crossing 50,000 and 60,000.

It is important to remember that when it comes to markets, the election is a 

specific event with a huge long-term impact on wealth creation due to policies 

and programmes that the new government can undertake. The 2019 Lok 

Sabha elections witnessed the highest recorded turnout in any parliamentary 

poll in India, with an estimated 67.11% voter turnout.

The past five years saw the incumbent government taking some strong reform 

measures on the back of their decisive majority. The GST Act streamlined the 

country’s tax mechanism, the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) helped 

restore the lender’s confidence, while the direct transfer benefit system is 

a direct result of the government’s commitment to financial inclusion. The 

action taken to reduce corruption, ensuring more money is available to 

beneficiaries due to schemes like Swachh Bharat, Ujjwala Yojana, Jan Dhan 

and Aadhaar is hugely successful at the grassroots. These measures will 

not only have a visible impact on the economy today but also in the coming 

years. Although the market saw a lot of volatility through this period, the 

strong fundamentals of the country continued to pull potential investors. This 

was a major reason for foreign institutional investors (FIIs) to continue having 

faith in the Indian markets. The Make in India initiative saw the government 

pushing for more manufacturing domestically and the Digital India movement 

saw the digitisation of the economy across the spectrum. The doing business 

ranking also improved from 142 in 2014 to 77 in 2019, globally. All these 

measures along with their effective implementation have helped India be on 

track to become the fifth-largest economy in the world.

The new government has its task cut out. In the short run, it is expected 

to address the NBFC (non-banking finance companies) crisis and ensure 

the system has enough liquidity. While the IBC has performed favourably 

when compared to other recovery mechanisms, a lot more needs to be 
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done to streamline the process and the law needs more teeth. The decline 

in the fortune of the infrastructure sector needs to be arrested by putting 

systemic solutions in place. The accordance of infrastructure sector status to 

affordable housing will go a long way in giving a big push to the segment and 

its allied industries. GST has been a landmark legislation and tax reform for 

the country; fewer tax slabs need to be put in place to make it more effective. 

All these measures are aimed at providing an impetus to the core sectors of 

the economy and will give the markets a huge boost.

On a macro level, the US-China trade war has major implications for the 

Indian market. With manufacturing facilities potentially moving out of China, 

the government needs to ensure that China’s loss becomes India’s gain. Oil 

continues to be the Achilles’ heel for the Indian economy, with India among 

the largest importers in the world. The political crisis in the Middle East with 

Iran and the US is, therefore, something the market will be watching closely. 

Lastly, over the last decade, we have seen the longest bull rally ever in the 

US markets, speculations abound regarding how long before the markets 

catapult and, in turn, affect markets across the globe.

As we embark upon another chapter in Indian democracy, it is important 

to note that markets always want a decisive government that is invested in 

carrying out strong reforms and has the necessary political will to back its 

decisions. The stock market represents the wealth of the common man, and 

by extension, the wealth of the nation and it is, therefore, the responsibility 

of every government to create a conducive environment that will ensure 

value creation for the investors. Unless market intervention is required, the 

incoming government would do well to remember that “Minimum Government, 

Maximum Governance” is the way to go.

RBI releases draft liquidity framework guidelines for ailing 
NBFCs
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The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) released the much-awaited draft guidelines 

on liquidity risk management framework for non-banking financial companies 

(NBFCs) and core investment companies (CICs).

The guidelines come on the back of rating downgrades and debt defaults 

in the NBFC sector and the need for a stronger asset liability management 

(ALM) framework. The need has also arisen because many NBFCs have run 

up serious mismatches in their books by borrowing short-term to find long-

term assets.

In its draft guidelines, RBI has proposed to introduce a Liquidity Coverage 

Ratio (LCR), which is the proportion of high liquid assets set aside to meet 

short term obligations for all NBFCs with an asset size of more than ₹5000 

crore. Starting April 2020, NBFCs will have to maintain a minimum of 60% of 

LCR as high liquid assets which will be increased in a calibrated manner to 

100% by April 2024, RBI said.

The regulator has also proposed to revise the ALM of NBFCs to ensure that 

the difference between inflows and outflows during the first 7 days is not 

more than 10% of the total outflows. Similarly, over the next 8-14 days and 

15-30 days, the cash flow mismatch should be only 10-20% of the cumulative 

outflows. This is to ensure that NBFCs’ reliance on external debt to repay its 

maturing debt is reduced, given the current market conditions where funding 

from banks and mutual funds has become scarce.

RBI has also asked NBFCs to adopt liquidity risk monitoring tools to capture 

any possible liquidity stress. This will include concentration of funding by 

counterparty/ instrument/ currency, availability of unencumbered assets that 

can be used as collateral for raising funds, certain early warning market-based 

indicators, such as, price-to-book ratio, coupon on debts raised, breaches 

and regulatory penalties for breaches in regulatory liquidity requirements, 

RBI said.

The guidelines have also proposed to introduce a stock approach to liquidity—
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as opposed to a cash flow approach—to ensure asset adequacy to repay 

debt. For instance, the liquidity ratios being proposed are short-term liability 

to total assets; short-term liability to long-term assets; commercial papers to 

total assets; non-convertible debentures (NCDs, with original maturity less 

than one year) to total assets; short-term liabilities to total liabilities; long-

term assets to total assets; etc.

RBI has sought comments from NBFCs, market participants and other 

stakeholders on the draft framework before June 14, 2019.

The central bank has acknowledged the importance of NBFCs particularly 

in delivering credit to the last mile, including retail and micro, medium and 

small-scale sectors. “NBFCs’ ability to perform their role effectively and 

efficiently requires them to be financially resilient, well-regulated and properly 

governed so that they retain the confidence of all their stakeholders including 

their lenders and borrowers. The Reserve Bank has always endeavoured 

to provide and modulate a regulatory architecture consistent with these 

objectives,” said RBI.

The regulator has also assured that it remains committed to promote a robust, 

vibrant and well-functioning NBFC sector.

The problems with NBFC sector started after Infrastructure Leasing and 

Financial Services Ltd (IL&FS) defaulted on its loan last year, resulting in 

mutual funds with exposure to debt papers of other NBFCs redeeming their 

holding in these companies in panic. This led to a series of rating downgrades, 

which had led to the liquidity crisis.

SEBI tightens disclosure norms for listed debt securities
To further safeguard the interest of investors in listed debt securities, the 

Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) has tightened the disclosure 

norms for entities that have issued such securities.
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In a circular issued, the capital market watchdog made it mandatory for 

such companies to disclose on their websites the schedule of interest and 

redemption obligations for the complete financial year.

Within a day of due date

Further, the status of payments has to be updated within one day of the 

due date, which effectively means that any default or delay will be disclosed 

within a day of the due date.

According to the SEBI, the enhanced disclosure norms have been issued to 

“further secure the interests of investors in listed debt securities, enhance 

transparency and to enable Debenture Trustees (DTs) to perform their duties 

effectively and promptly.”

“DTs shall display on their website... details of interest/ redemption due to 

the debenture holders in respect of all issues during a financial year within 5 

working days of start of financial year,” stated the SEBI circular, while adding 

that the debenture trustees will also have to update such details for any new 

issues handled during the financial year within five days of closure of the 

issue.

“DTs shall also update the status of payment... against such issuers not later 

than 1 day from the due date. In case the payment is made with a delay by the 

issuer, DTs shall update the calendar specifying the date of such payment, 

with a remark ‘delayed payment’,” said the circular.

For privately-placed debt securities, SEBI has made it mandatory for the 

inclusion of a clause stating that at least 2% per annum interest would be paid 

over the coupon rate in case of a default in meeting the payment obligations. 

The additional interest would be payable by the company for the tenure of 

the defaulting period.

Govt. clears air on masala bonds
The State government has gained a clear political edge over the Opposition’s 
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bid to bring its resource-mopping drive under a cloud and steered clear of 

the row over floating masala bonds.

An adjournment motion moved by K. Sabarinathan in the Assembly   on the 

``mystery and lack of clarity on the bond issue’’ came in handy for Finance 

Minister T.M. Thomas Isaac and other Left Democratic Front (LDF) members 

to put up a spirited defence in favour of the Kerala Infrastructure Investment 

Fund Board (KIIFB) and cap the controversy over the bonds stirred up by 

Leader of the Opposition Ramesh Chennithala during the course of the Lok 

Sabha election campaign.

The United Democratic Front (UDF) which had been consistently raising the 

SNC-Lavalin case in all the elections to put the CPI(M) and Chief Minister 

Pinarayi Vijayan in the dock, deftly used the masala bond issue in the recent 

Lok Sabha election as well. Though it was drowned in the cacophony of 

the campaign, Dr. Isaac had to do considerable explaining to convince the 

electorate that the government had not struck any deal with the SNC-Lavalin 

company.

The Opposition had raised doubts about the company’s, Caisse de depot 

et placement du Quebec (CDPQ), links with SNC-Lavalin in support of its 

arguments. Dr. Isaac rolled out the list of investments the company had 

in various sectors, including in India, to defuse the Opposition argument 

against the government.

The discussion on the floor of the House attained ideological overtones, 

challenged the stance of the CPI and CPI(M) on neo-liberal reforms, the 

relevance of Marxism and whether the Left parties had compromised on 

their stated positions on the reforms to keep themselves afloat.

Isaac draws distinction

But Dr. Isaac drew a clear distinction between the neo-liberalistic approach 

being pursued by the National Democratic Alliance (NDA) government and 
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others, and how the State proffered a development alternative by using the 

funds borrowed from the market to fund its development needs.

India removed from currency monitoring list
The U.S.   removed India from its currency monitoring list of major trading 

partners, citing steps being taken by New Delhi that addressed some of the 

Donald Trump administration’s major concerns.

Switzerland is the other nation that was removed from the list.

“India has been removed from the monitoring list in this report, having met 

only one out of three criteria — a significant bilateral surplus with the United 

States — for two consecutive reports,” the Treasury Department said in its 

report on macroeconomic policies.

Three PSUs ink joint venture pact for buying rare metals
Three public sector units — National Aluminium Company (NALCO), Mineral 

Exploration Corporation Ltd. and Hindustan Copper Ltd. — are set to sign by 

next month, a joint venture (JV) agreement for making overseas acquisition 

of reserves of rare metals like lithium and cobalt.

First acquisition

The first acquisition is likely to be made within six months NALCO will hold 

34% of the proposed Rs. 100 crore equity, with the other two companies 

holding 33% each. “The JV will acquire assets in overseas countries,” HCL 

CMD Santosh Sharma said.

Expert teams have already visited countries holding such deposits like Chile, 

Peru and Bolivia, he said, adding that the tie-ups are likely to be between 

the governments. These rare metals are needed in devices such as mobile 

phones, laptops and also for electric vehicles.

Turning to HCL, Mr. Sharma said that he expected London Metal Exchange 
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(LME) prices to be good this year in view of the demand- supply situation in 

copper.

“I do not see a downswing in LME prices in the near future,” he said. There 

was a global shortage of the metal and exports from India are set to drop on 

rising domestic demand. HCL is the country’s only integrated copper miner 

with operating units in Khetri (Rajasthan), Ghatsila (Jharkhand), Malanjkhand 

(Madhya Pradesh), Taloja (Maharashtra) and Jhagadia(Gujarat).

He said that HCL hoped to increase its ore output by 25% to 51.5 lakh tonnes 

this fiscal through capacity expansion at its existing mines, reopening of 

closed mines and acquisition of new ones.

The company has earmarked about Rs. 1,200 crore towards capital 

expenditure. The flagship expansion project at Malanjkhand (where an 

underground project was being developed in the place of the existing 

opencast mine) will start production this fiscal, while work on reopening the 

Rakha and the ChapriSidheswar mines in Ghatsila would start soon.

“We may either go in for the EPC or MDO (mine development operator) 

route for these mines,” he said.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    International

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

International



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    International

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

UN Security Council designates Masood Azhar as global 
terrorist
Jaish-e-Mohammad chief Masood Azhar was listed as a designated terrorist 

by the UN Security Council 1267 Committee. Significantly, the reasons for 

listing did not mention the Pulwama attack of February 14, for which the JeM 

had claimed responsibility, and which found mention in the latest (February 

27) listing request for Azhar.

Nevertheless, the listing is a victory for India in a decade-old diplomatic battle 

waged primarily by it and supported by its friends at the UNSC, as it would 

mean a travel ban, arms embargo and asset freeze on Azhar.

The P-3 or group of three permanent UNSC members, the U.S., the U.K. and 

France, had co-sponsored a listing request at the Committee on February 27, 

weeks after the Pulwama attack that killed over 40 security personnel. That 

request, which The Hindu has access to, reads, “…JeM claimed responsibility 

for a suicide attack in Pulwama”.

However, China placed a hold on the request — which normally lasts for 

three months — on March 13. This was the fourth such attempt to designate 

Azhar, over a decade, that had gone awry.

At the end of March, the U.S. circulated a draft resolution (to sanction Azhar) 

among the UNSC members, i.e., outside the 1267 Committee, presumably 

to pressure China into either supporting the listing or having to take a stand 

in open proceedings and risk being seen as supporting terror.

Earlier this week, China had said “some progress” had been made and 

indicated it was willing to change its decade-long position.

The Hindu had learnt of an April 23 meeting to list Azhar at the U.N. which 

kicked off a silence period (when objections can be raised). The period ended 

on May 1 and following no objections from China this time, it went through.

Terror activities

The reasons for designating Azhar as a terrorist as per Wednesday’s listing 
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included his support for the JeM since its founding, being associated with the 

al-Qaeda by recruiting for them and “participating in the financing, planning, 

facilitating, preparing, or perpetrating of acts or activities or supplying, 

selling or transferring arms and related material”. It also pointed to his role in 

recruiting fighters in Afghanistan. The JeM itself was sanctioned by the 1267 

Committee in 2001.

Welcoming the decision, India called it a “step in the right direction”, which 

demonstrated the international community’s resolve to fight against terrorism 

and “its enablers”.

“This is in accordance with India’s position...” said Raveesh Kumar, Ministry 

of External Affairs (MEA) spokesperson.

A leak that cost the British Defence Secretary his job
In an episode of ‘Yes Minister’, the iconic political comedy, Sir Humphrey 

Appleby, the infamous civil servant, assures his often-anxious colleague 

Bernard Wooley, concerned about a potential leak inquiry being threatened 

by Downing Street, that there was nothing to worry about as they were only 

ever set up and rarely resulted in anything substantive.

When such an inquiry was announced last month after details of a meeting 

of the National Security Council were leaked to The Daily Telegraph, many 

believed it was a route to nowhere. However, critics were quickly proven 

wrong when just under a week later, Prime Minister Theresa May sacked 

Gavin Williamson as Britain’s Defence Secretary (Minister), citing “compelling 

evidence,” that he was involved in the leak.

In a letter to Mr. Williamson, the Prime Minister expressed her disappointment 

with his conduct. The investigation provided “compelling evidence” of Mr. 

Williamson’s responsibility, she said. “No other, credible version of events to 

explain this leak has been identified.”
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He was replaced as Defence Secretary by Penny Mordaunt, who has become 

the first woman to hold that position.

Security meeting

The disclosure centred on an April 23 meeting of the U.K.’s National Security 

Council to discuss top level intelligence matter. In the meeting, the Prime 

Minister agreed to let Huawei, the Chinese telecom firm at the heart of a 

diplomatic storm in the U.S., to be involved in building Britain’s 5G network, 

with restrictions placed on what it would have access to.

The meeting was meant to be confidential, but on April 24, The Daily 

Telegraph carried a story reporting both the decision and the objections 

voiced by Cabinet members during the meeting.

The U.S. has made no bones about expressing its objections to Huawei taking 

up this role, telling the U.K. that such a move could jeopardise intelligence 

sharing between the two partners.

Leaks have been pervasive amid the Brexit battles, but the leak from the 

NSC has been seen as being in a different league — raising concerns about 

national security and the integrity of the key intelligence-sharing forum. Adding 

to the concerns is the contest to replace Ms. May as Prime Minister. She has 

said she will step down for the next stage of Brexit negotiations.

The drama has not stopped there. Mr. Williamson himself has flatly denied 

being the source of the leak — on his children’s lives — and has accused 

Downing Street of mounting a witch-hunt against him. “I strenuously deny 

that I was in any way involved in this leak and I am confident that a thorough 

and formal inquiry would have vindicated my position,” he wrote in a letter to 

Ms. May.

The government has attempted to bring an end to the controversy. Cabinet 

Office Minister David Lidington told the House of Commons   that the Prime 

Minister considered the matter closed, and that the Cabinet Secretary (who 

launched the inquiry) did not consider it necessary to refer the matter to 
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police.

Ministerial code

Mr. Williamson had not been accused of any criminal offence under the Official 

Secrets Act, but the Prime minister had simply acted in line with the ministerial 

code, sacking him after losing confidence in him, he insisted. Nevertheless, 

the government has faced a backlash. The Labour Party has called for a 

criminal inquiry. “In what world is it acceptable that the Prime Minister should 

be the arbiter of whether a politician she believes is guilty of criminal conduct 

in office should face a criminal investigation?” asked its deputy leader Tom 

Watson in Parliament .

Even some Conservative MPs have rounded on the Prime Minister, with 

one accusing her of subjecting Mr. Williamson to a “kangaroo court” with no 

chance to properly defend himself.

Pak. uses terror as a tool against India: ex-CIA official
Pakistan, obsessed with India as a perceived existential threat, has “created 

terrorist groups to be a tool” in its struggle against its neighbour, a former top 

American spymaster has said.

Former CIA acting Director Michael Morell, in a podcast discussion with former 

Assistant Secretary of State Kurt Campbell and former U.S. Ambassador to 

India Richard Verma , alleged that Pakistan is one of the most dangerous 

countries in the world. “What they don’t realise is that it’s impossible to keep 

those terrorist groups under control. And that eventually comes back to bite 

you... I believe that Pakistan... maybe the most dangerous country in the 

world,” said Mr. Morell, who played a key role in the raid that killed Osama 

bin Laden.
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Labour, Tories suffer losses
Britain’s two major political parties suffered heavy losses in local elections that 

took place across England and Northern Ireland this week, in a development 

that some attributed to their stance on Brexit, while others saw it as a 

continuation of the fragmentation of politics that had been under way before 

the Brexit referendum, but saw a temporary halt after it.

The heaviest losses were suffered by the Conservatives, who had lost 

over 510 Councillors in seats up and down the country by early afternoon, 

while Labour had lost over 70. Substantial gains were made by both the 

Liberal Democrat and Green parties, which have gained over 300 and 60, 

respectively, by early afternoon.

Significantly, among the biggest gains made by the Liberal Democrats was 

in the city of Chelmsford, which voted to leave in the 2016 referendum. The 

Liberal Democrats are the largest political party in favour of a new public vote 

on Brexit, and the party has inevitably seen the results as an endorsement 

of that strategy. “Three-party politics is back,” declared the party’s leader 

Vincent Cable. “In big cities and rural England — in both Leave and Remain 

areas — we have shown ourselves the strongest campaigning force and the 

big winners of the night.”

UKIP’s losses

Also notably, the UKIP, the heavily pro-Brexit party, also suffered net 

losses across the country, though made some gains such as in the heavily 

‘Leave’ voting northern town of Sunderland. The Green Party, which is also 

campaigning for a second referendum, saw its gains as partly reflective of the 

growing concerns about climate change, manifested through school strikes, 

the rise of the protest movement ‘Extinction Rebellion’ and the declaration of 

a climate change emergency by Parliament.

While Labour acknowledged that the results fell short of expectations, its 

shadow Chancellor John McDonnell suggested that the message being sent 
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was “Brexit-sort it”. “Message received,” he tweeted. Jeremy Corbyn also 

insisted that the swing towards Labour “in many parts of the country” showed 

they could win seats in a general election whenever that takes place. Labour 

has long been pushing for a general election as the right route out of the 

Brexit impasse.

The results will intensify pressure on both Prime Minister Theresa May and 

Mr. Corbyn, with both parties facing criticism for the decision to take part in 

talks to attempt to find a route forward on Brexit. While some Conservatives 

fear that the talks will force Ms. May to bow to Labour demands on customs 

union membership, many Labour supporters believe that Labour could end 

up endorsing the Conservatives’ vision of Brexit.

Mueller report: Trump asserts executive privilege
U.S. President Donald Trump exercised executive privilege to prevent the 

release of the unredacted Mueller report to the House Judiciary Committee. 

The decision was conveyed   morning by the assistant Attorney-General 

Stephen Boyd, as the Judiciary Committee hearing and vote on holding 

Attorney-General William Barr in contempt of the House was under way.

“This is to advise you that the President has asserted executive privilege over 

the entirety of the subpoenaed materials,” Mr. Boyd wrote.

The House Judiciary Committee is investigating the President in connection 

with the actions described in the report on the investigation into Russian 

meddling in the 2016 presidential elections. Mr. Barr had released a redacted 

version of the 448-page report on April 18 but House Democrats wanted to see 

the entire report and underlying evidence. “As we have repeatedly explained, 

the Attorney-General could not comply with your subpoena in its current form 

without violating the law, court rules, and court orders, and without threatening 

the independence of the Department of Justice’s prosecutorial functions.” Mr. 
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Boyd said in his letter.

‘A clear escalation’

“This decision represents a clear escalation in the Trump administration’s 

blanket defiance of Congress’s constitutionally mandated duties,” Chairman 

of the House Judiciary Committee Jerrold Nadler said.

Wednesday’s decision by Mr. Trump is his first use of executive privilege, a 

principle that has been used by U.S. Presidents to withhold information — 

ostensibly on grounds of public or national interest — from Congress or other 

branches of the government.   night, the Justice Department had warned Mr. 

Nadler that it will consider asking Mr. Trump to assert executive privilege — a 

threat it followed through on,  . “Such unreasonable demands, together with 

the Committee’s precipitous threat to hold the Attorney-General in contempt, 

are a transparent attempt to short-circuit the constitutionally mandated 

accommodation process and provoke an unnecessary conflict between our 

respective branches of government,” Mr. Boyd said.

U.S. threatens to impose more sanctions on Iran
The U.S.   threatened to impose more sanctions on Iran “very soon” and 

warned Europe against doing business with Tehran via a system of non-dollar 

trade to circumvent U.S. sanctions.

The Iranian government announced earlier   that it was reducing curbs to its 

nuclear programme with steps that stopped short of violating its 2015 accord 

with world powers for now, but threatening more action if countries did not 

shield it from sanctions.

Tehran’s halt of compliance with some parts of the nuclear deal was “nothing 

less than nuclear blackmail of Europe”, Tim Morrison, Special Assistant to 

the President and Senior Director for Weapons of Mass Destruction, told a 

conference in Washington. “Now is the time for the community of nations 
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to strongly condemn Iran’s nuclear misconduct and increase pressure on 

the regime to comply with U.S. demands,” Mr. Morrison said, adding that 

Washington was not “done” with sanctions on Iran. “Expect more sanctions 

soon. Very soon,” he said.

Special Purpose Vehicle

Mr. Morrison said the U.S. would move quickly against any attempt by 

European countries to undermine Washington’s sanctions pressure on Iran. 

He advised them against using the so-called Special Purpose Vehicle to 

facilitate non-dollar trade to get around U.S. sanctions. “If you are a bank, an 

investor, an insurer or other business in Europe, you should know that getting 

involved in the Special Purpose Vehicle is a very poor business decision,” Mr. 

Morrison said.

Iranian President Hassan Rouhani announced changes that experts said 

seemed tailored to ensure that Tehran avoids triggering the deal’s mechanism 

to punish it for violations, at least for now.

Washington’s European allies opposed Mr. Trump’s decision to withdraw 

from the agreement and have failed so far to find ways to blunt the economic 

impact of new U.S. sanctions, which include an all-out effort to block Iran’s oil 

exports to starve its economy.

The Kremlin said   that Russia remained committed to the Iran nuclear deal and 

denounced “unreasonable pressure” that led Tehran to suspend some of its 

commitments under the agreement. Reiterating Moscow’s “committment” to 

the agreement, Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov denounced “ill-conceived 

and arbitrary decisions that put unreasonable pressure on Iran.”

China called on all parties to uphold the nuclear pact. “Maintaining and 

implementing the comprehensive agreement is the shared responsibility of all 

parties,” said Foreign Ministry spokesman Geng Shuang at a press briefing 

in Beijing. “We call on all relevant parties to exercise restraint, strengthen 

dialogue, and avoid escalating tensions,” he said, adding that China “resolutely 
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opposes” unilateral U.S. sanctions against Iran.

‘Peace pact with Taliban is unlikely before Sept. polls’
A peace agreement with the Taliban is unlikely to materialise before the 

September election in Afghanistan, said a leader of the High Peace Council 

of the country. Addressing a gathering at the Indian Council of World Affairs 

(ICWA) here, Mohammad UmerDaudzai, Chief Executive of the Afghan High 

Peace Council, said Afghanistan would not compromise on fundamental 

issues with the Taliban, stating that the rebels would have to come clean 

about ties with Pakistan.

Long process

“Peace talks is a complex and long process which will take some time. But it 

will not be achieved before the election. There will be some uncertainties but 

the polling and transition will be completed nevertheless,” said Mr. Daudzai, 

who held talks with External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj .

In conversation with the visiting dignitary, Ms. Swaraj conveyed India’s 

support to peace and stability in the war-torn country. “India expressed its 

support for sustainable peace in Afghanistan,” said the Ministry of External 

Affairs spokesperson Raveesh Kumar in a social media message.

Areas of concern

Mr. Daudzai explained Kabul’s main areas of concern about the ongoing 

peace talks between the Taliban and the United States in Qatar.

He pointed out that the U.S. special envoy for the talks, Ambassador Zalmay 

Khalilzad, and other senior officials have from time to time briefed Kabul 

about the talks but maintained that they had no way to find out if they were 

being told the full details. The visit by the key official took place, days after the 

visit of Mr. Khalilzad to Delhi during which he briefed Indian policy makers.

High profile
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However, he said the talks had given the Taliban a higher political profile. He 

mentioned that the U.S.-Taliban talks were not supposed to treat the rebels 

as the real representative of the people of the country, saying “People of 

Afghanistan are optimistic of the future of peace but they are also pessimistic 

as the real party that is the Government of Afghanistan is missing in the 

talks.”

“When the right time comes, the Taliban will join the rest of the country,” said 

Mr. Daudzai, expressing hope for continued peace process in the future.

8th Indo – Myanmar Coordinated Patrol
 Myanmar Navy Ship UMS King TabinShweHtee (773) and UMS Inlay 

(OPV-54) have arrived Port Blair on 20 May for the ‘Opening Ceremony’ 

of the 8th Indo-Myanmar coordinated patrol (IMCOR), at Andaman and 

Nicobar Command. The Myanmar delegation led by Commodore Htein 

Win, Commander, Ayeyarwady Naval Command, called on Cmde Ashutosh 

Ridhorkar, VSM, Naval Component Commander on 20 May 19.

The CORPAT initiative between the two navies is meant to address issues 

of terrorism, illegal fishing, drug trafficking, human trafficking, poaching and 

other illegal activities inimical to interest of both nations. Started in Mar 2013, 

the CORPAT series has enhanced the mutual understanding and fostered 

improved professional interaction between the two navies for maritime 

interoperability.

            Myanmar ships UMS King TabinShweHtee and UMS Inlay would 

undertake a coordinated patrol with Indian Naval Ship Saryu from 20 – 28 

May 19. The patrolling effort will be augmented by Maritime Patrol Aircraft 

from both the navies. The ships would patrol along the International Maritime 

Boundary Line (IMBL) between the two countries covering a distance 

of approximately 725 Kms over a period of four days. The ships will also 
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undertake joint manoeuvres and drills during the sea phase of coordinated 

patrol (CORPAT) prior ‘Closing Ceremony’ of the CORPAT onboard Myanmar 

Naval Ship.
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PMO ‘monitoring’ Rafale deal progress not interference: 
govt.
The Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) was “monitoring” the progress of the deal 

to buy 36 Rafale jets but this could not be taken as “parallel negotiations” 

with the French side, the government told the Supreme Court.

The submission follows the directive   last that the government respond to 

the Rafale deal case review petitions by Saturday. The Centre had sought 

a whole month to respond.

“The monitoring of the progress by the PMO of this government-to-

government process cannot be construed as interference or parallel 

negotiations,” it said.

A series of reports published by The Hindu had revealed that the PMO 

was conducting “parallel negotiations”. A Defence Ministry note that was 

published said the “parallel parleys” had “weakened the negotiating position 

of MoD [the Ministry of Defence] and the Indian Negotiating Team”.

But the government denied any reason for objection from the Ministry. It 

referred to how the then Defence Minister, Manohar Parrikar, himself had 

noted that “it appears that PMO and French President’s office are monitoring 

the progress of the issues, which was an outcome of the summit meeting”.

The government said these “selective” reports, based on “some incomplete 

internal file notings, procured unauthorisedly and illegally”, did not reflect 

the final decision of the competent authority. They could not form the basis 

for a review petition. The two affidavits filed by the MoD said the action of 

the review petitioners, who include former Union Ministers Yashwant Sinha 

and Arun Shourie and senior lawyer Prashant Bhushan, was “tantamount 

to questioning the sovereign decision concerning national security and 

defence”.
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India, U.K. in talks to build a naval supercarrier: report
The United Kingdom is in talks with the Indian government on building a 

new state-of-the-art aircraft carrier along the lines of Britain’s HMS Queen 

Elizabeth as part of the ongoing ‘Make in India’ negotiations, according to 

a media report.

The talks are under way for the Indian Navy to buy detailed plans for the 

65,000-ton British warship to build a so-called “copycat supercarrier” to be 

named INS Vishal in 2022.

“An Indian delegation has already visited Rosyth dockyard in Scotland 

where HMS Queen Elizabeth was assembled and where a second 

supercarrier, HMS Prince of Wales , is now being built,” the Sunday 

Mirror reported.

“If a deal can be agreed, the new warship would-be built-in India but UK 

companies could supply many of the parts,” the media outlet claimed.

The third carrier

The report noted that the new naval carrier would serve alongside India’s 

45,000-ton carrier INS Vikramaditya — bought from Russia in 2004 — and 

the currently under-construction 40,000-ton INS Vikrant , and could give 

India a larger carrier fleet than Britain.

“We have regular discussions with India on a range of equipment and 

capability issues. It would be inappropriate to comment further,” U.K. 

Defence Minister Stuart Andrew said.

The design for U.K. aircraft carriers is owned by the British and French 

aerospace giants BAE and Thales.

“Discussions have begun with India. The design can be modified to meet 

Indian Navy and local industry requirements,” a BAE spokesperson said.
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India signs ‘Christchurch Call to Action’
India   signed the ‘Christchurch Call to Action’. The agreement came in the 

backdrop of the attacks on mosques on March 15 and is aimed at stopping 

abuse of the Internet by extremists.

“The dissemination of such content online has adverse impacts on the human 

rights of the victims, on our collective security and on people all over the 

world,” declared a statement issued by the 17 signatory countries.

The meeting held in Paris was attended by representatives of online giants 

like Microsoft, Google, Twitter, Facebook and Amazon. India was represented 

by Ajay Prakash Sawhney, Secretary.

Pact will aid information exchange to fight terrorism, says 
U.S. Admiral
India and the U.S. are cooperating to prevent all forms of terrorism both from 

land and sea, U.S. Chief of Naval Operations Admiral John M. Richardson 

said.

The Admiral, who was in India earlier this week on a three-day visit, said 

Navy chief Admiral Sunil Lanba and he were especially concerned by the 

threat “coming from the sea”.

Foundational agreement

Adm. Richardson said the foundational agreement, Communications 

Compatibility and Security Agreement (COMCASA), which India signed last 

year would enable exchange of information on such threats.

“We can constantly share information that we have. That will help in situational 

awareness in fighting terror,” he said in response to a pre-submitted question 

from The Hindu. He was addressing a teleconference from Singapore on the 

sidelines of the three-day Asia-Pacific naval and maritime event, International 

Maritime Defence Exhibition (IMDEX).



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    India and 
the World

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

With COMCASA, India has signed three of the four foundational agreements 

with the U.S., and discussions are under way on the final one, Basic Exchange 

and Cooperation Agreement for Geo-spatial Cooperation (BECA). COMCASA 

allows India to procure specialised equipment for encrypted communications 

from the U.S. origin military platforms.

Indian warships

Two warships, INS Kolkata and INS Shakti , are also participating in IMDEX 

as also several Indian engineering and ship-building firms, including the 

Larsen & Toubro and the BrahMos aerospace corporation.

After IMDEX, the Indian ships along with a Navy P-8I long range maritime 

surveillance aircraft will participate in the 26th edition of the Singapore India 

Maritime Bilateral Exercise (SIMBEX) scheduled from May 16 to 22. SIMBEX 

is the longest uninterrupted naval exercise that India has with any other 

country, the Navy said.

Iran, India discuss visa extension
Two days after the visit of Iranian Foreign Minister Javad Zarif, India held the 

11th Consular Committee Meeting with Iran   which dealt with smoothing visa 

and legal matters essential for bilateral ties.

Both sides went ahead with the talks, even as Saudi Arabia blamed Tehran 

for a drone attack on Saudi oil installations on May 14.

However, indicating a balancing act, India issued a statement, “strongly” 

condemning the attack.

“Both sides discussed issues of mutual interest, including early conclusion 

of Agreement on Mutual Legal Assistance on civil and commercial matters, 

extending longer duration of e-Visa for each other’s’ nationals on reciprocity 

and visa facilitation for greater people-to-people contact,” a press release 

issued by the External Affairs Ministry said.
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Iran at present provides visa-on-arrival to Indian travellers which is given 

as a paper visa. Iranian visas are also given to Indians online and through 

missions.

Joint Secretary in charge of consular affairs Amit Narang from India and 

Ali Asghar Mohammadi, Director General of Consular Affairs of the Iranian 

Ministry of Foreign Affairs, led the two delegations at the talks here.

Travel concerns

Iran has been conducting talks with various countries for bilateral visa 

arrangements to help facilitate smooth travel as the country is facing U.S. 

government-backed international sanctions that can potentially affect the 

free movement of business travellers. India offers e-visa facilities to Iranian 

travellers. It is understood that Iran wants longer duration e-visas from India.

India seemed to be carefully balancing its moves with the Gulf rivals Saudi 

Arabia and Iran, and issued a statement in support of Saudi concerns after 

talks with Iran. “We strongly condemn the drone attack on oil installations 

in Saudi Arabia. We reiterate our resolve to fight terrorism,” the official 

spokesperson said.

India gives 2 attack copters to Afghanistan
India   handed over two Mi-24 attack helicopters to Afghanistan.

“These helicopters are a replacement for the four attack helicopters gifted by 

India to Afghanistan in 2015. The Mi-24 helicopters shall boost the capability 

of the Afghan Air Force (AAF) and enhance the effectiveness of the Afghan 

National Defence and Security Force in combating the scourge of terrorism,” 

the Indian Embassy in Kabul said in a statement.

The helicopters were formally handed over by Indian Ambassador Vinay 

Kumar to the Minister of National Defence of Afghanistan, Asadullah Khalid, 

at the Kabul Air Force base. The helicopters were purchased from Belarus, 
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Mr. Khalid said in a tweet. “Two more will be supplied to the AAF,” he said.

‘We have rock solid ties with India’
Maldivian Minister of Foreign Affairs, Abdulla Shahid , is a veteran of 

democratic politics in the island nation and has been at the forefront of recent 

shifts in the balance of power in Male. On a brief visit to Chennai, he spoke 

about why the Maldives is strategically positioned to play a critical role on 

issues such as counterterrorism and climate change, even as it strives to 

address economic challenges inherited from the previous administration in 

Male. Edited excerpts:

We’ve seen a change in the political trajectory of the Maldives since last 

year, including a perceptible shift in the bilateral space. How do you see that 

evolving?

The relationship that we have with India now is rock solid. There is mutual 

respect from both countries. Both understand that it is to the benefit of both 

countries that we cooperate on development, security, and every facet of 

relations. It is mutual respect and understanding that has taken us to this new 

level of relationship and cooperation.

Uppermost on everyone’s mind on the region now is the security question, 

especially after the Easter Sunday attack in Sri Lanka. What do you see as 

the Maldives being able to contribute in terms of security?

The Maldives is the guardian of the Indian Ocean, because it straddles the 

middle of that region. Therefore, the responsibility that is on us to make sure 

that we work with all countries in addressing such issues is fundamental. The 

threats that are faced by countries, including the Maldives, India, Sri Lanka 

and the U.S., have no boundaries, no religion. It is pure evil. We can confront 

this evil only by making sure that we put aside our differences and work 

together. The Maldives will play its role in making sure that our intelligence 
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agencies and security forces and our border control officers work with all our 

partners. Together, I am sure that we will defeat terrorism.

In terms of specifics, we’ve heard in India that there were people from Kerala, 

for example, who went across to Syria. How much radicalisation has been 

seen within the Maldives?

We have some Maldivians who have gone to Syria as foreign fighters, and 

some of them have been killed. We are very seriously monitoring the people 

who had left the country to join as foreign fighters in other parts of the world. 

Again, our intelligence agencies will be able to keep track of them, with 

cooperation within an international framework.

The big concern for the Maldives is mitigating climate change, and there have 

been numerous conversations on this with India. Do you think that there’s 

more for a country the size of India could be doing, either for the Maldives or 

by itself, to help mitigate climate change effects?

The Maldives’ carbon footprint is almost nil. But as a country there is a 

responsibility, a role that we have to play. We have continued to raise the voice 

of small island states in international fora, because we are at the forefront 

of the victim list. India is helping us in renewable energy sources. Recently, 

during Foreign Minister Sushma Swaraj’s visit, the Indian government donated 

many environment-friendly street lights and home lighting. These are little 

things, but it does go a long way. The Maldives is in need of renewable 

energy projects, because we could become the first country that is entirely 

run on renewable energy, based on today’s technology. We will aim for the 

moon, so far as environmental protection is concerned.

Looking at your domestic politics, the new government has settled in. Given 

the history of the Maldives’ politics, and even its geography, do you feel that 

there are any challenges for the ruling coalition to hold together?

I would not hide the fact that we would have our differences. But I believe 

we have had enough experience to be more mature and avoid the mistakes 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    India and 
the World

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

of the past. I am confident that in these five years [ahead], we will be able 

to maintain the coalition as far as the government is concerned. In the 

parliamentary election, the people have come out and given a resounding, 

overwhelming majority for the Maldivian Democratic Party. But it is not 

the intention of President IbuSolih to run the country by one party. It is his 

intention to maintain the mandate given by the people in the presidential 

elections. The people gave their mandate not to one party but to a coalition.

Navy boosts its air warfare capability
The Navy crossed a milestone in enhancing its anti-air warfare capability, with 

the maiden “cooperative engagement firing” of the medium-range surface-

to-air missiles.

This was achieved by network-centric operations that helped to combine the 

capabilities of all military platforms in a formation, the Navy said  .

“The firing was undertaken on the western seaboard by the INS Kochi and 

the INS Chennai, wherein the missiles of both ships were controlled by one 

ship to intercept different aerial targets at extended ranges,” the Navy said 

in a statement. The trial was carried out by the Navy, the Defence Research 

and Development Organisation (DRDO) and Israel Aerospace Industries 

(IAI).

The missile was developed by the Defence Research and Development 

Laboratory (DRDL), Hyderabad, a DRDO laboratory, and IAI. It is made by 

Bharat Dynamics Limited.

Ashok Lavasa pulls out of poll panel meetings on model 
code
Election Commissioner Ashok Lavasa has purportedly recused himself from 

meetings on issues concerning the model code of conduct, pending his 
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demand for including dissenting opinions in the final orders.

In a letter to Chief Election Commissioner Sunil Arora, Mr. Lavasa is learnt to 

have said that his various notes on the need for transparency in the recording 

and disclosure of all decisions, including the minority view, had gone 

unheeded, “forcing me to withdraw from participating in the deliberations on 

the complaints”.

‘Unsavoury row’

While not denying news reports that Mr. Lavasa had written such a letter, Mr. 

Arora   termed them an “unsavoury and avoidable controversy”.

Mr. Lavasa did not offer any comments, saying he was “not speaking to 

anyone on this issue”. Asked if he had recused himself from any meeting on 

the model code complaints, Mr. Arora told The Hindu that no meetings had 

been held lately.

Mr. Lavasa had earlier given dissent notes in at least four cases in which the 

Election Commission of India did not find any violation in the speeches of 

Prime Minister Narendra Modi and BJP president Amit Shah, by a majority of 

2:1.

In a statement, the CEC said: “There has been an unsavoury and avoidable 

controversy reported in sections of the media today about the internal 

functioning of the Election Commission of India (ECI) in respect of handling 

the model code of conduct. This has come at a time when all the chief electoral 

officers throughout the country and their teams are geared up for seventh and 

last phase of polling, which is tomorrow [Sunday], followed by the gigantic 

task of counting on May 23.”

Mr. Arora said all these officials and their senior officers at the poll panel’s 

headquarters had been working their utmost in the last six phases which, 

barring odd incidents here and there, had been largely peaceful and conducted 

in a fair, free and transparent manner.

‘No clones’
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“The three members of the ECI are not expected to be template or clones of 

each other. There have been so many times in the past when there has been 

a vast divergence of views as it can and should be. But the same largely 

remained within the confines of the ECI after demission of office unless 

appearing much later in a book written by the concerned ECs/CECs. I have 

personally never shied away from a public debate whenever required, but 

there is a time for everything,” the CEC said.

Mr. Arora said the eloquence of silence was always difficult but far more 

desirable, for seeing the election process through instead of creating ill-timed 

controversies. He indicated that the issues raised by Mr. Lavasa would be 

examined by a group within the ECI.

“It needs to be mentioned that in the last meeting of the Commission on 

May 14, it was unanimously decided that some groups shall be formed to 

deliberate the issues that arose in the conduct of Lok Sabha election 2019, 

just as it was done after the Lok Sabha election of 2014. Of the 13 issues and 

areas identified, the model code of conduct is one of them,” he said.

The issues that mattered in an issue-less election
With reports of joblessness being at a four-decade high, a deepening agrarian 

crisis and a recent spike in food prices, it was widely expected that economic 

issues would end up mattering the most to Indians when they vote in the Lok 

Sabha election.

This expectation was not misplaced given that there is a fairly large body of 

work in Western democracies that is centred on the effect that the state of the 

economy has on election outcomes.

However, a nationwide post-poll survey, conducted by Lokniti during the past 

one month after each phase of election, has thrown up data that seem to be 

somewhat at odds with this presumption.
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Only 12% of the voters interviewed across the country (see methodology) 

in the post-poll exercise spontaneously said in response to an unprompted 

question that when they finally went to vote, the issue of unemployment is 

what decided their vote the most. It is only on being asked a specific close-

ended question on joblessness did most say that it was a serious issue for 

them.

Similarly, price rise or inflation was reported as being the most important 

voting issue by merely 4% of the voters.

Both these figures pale in comparison to those that were recorded in the pre-

poll done by Lokniti just before the start of the election in late March. Back 

then, 21% of the voters interviewed in 19 States said that lack of jobs was 

going to be the most important voting issue for them. Price rise was a top-of-

mind issue for 7% of the voters.

Clubbing all economy-related answers such as unemployment, price rise, 

poverty, wages and salaries, GST and demonetisation together, then, overall, 

economic issues seem to have mattered most to 25% of the voters, a sharp 

decline of 13 percentage points from the 38% who reported in the pre-poll 

survey that economic issues was the first priority.

It must be pointed out here that the post-poll data being reported here are of 

only up to the sixth phase of elections and do not include the last phase of 

voting. However, it is very unlikely that these figures will change drastically 

once the seventh phase data get added to our national data set.

Ayes for infrastructure

Displacing unemployment as the number-one voting issue for voters was 

the issue of development, or vikas . In the survey, 17% of the respondents 

reported “development” and 9% matters related to development (roads, water, 

electricity, schools, hospitals and so on) as being the single-most important 

issue that determined their voting choice.

Hence, clubbed together, development issues mattered to 26% of the 
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respondents. This number is slightly higher than the one recorded in the 

pre-poll survey.

Interestingly, 17% or one in every six voters did not answer the open-ended 

question, which is a two-fold increase in non-response to the question since 

the pre-poll survey.

This sudden shift of voter priorities from the specifics of the economy to 

either the general idea called “development” or to a refusal to answer the 

question is significant because not only does it highlight voter volatility but 

also may indicate voters identifying issues in tune with their vote choice.

In other words, the crucial question we confront is: do perceptions of issues 

drive vote choice or vice versa. For those who identified “development” as 

the most important issue, the BJP or the NDA were more likely to be the vote 

choices.

On the other hand, the NDA’s lead over the UPA among those for whom 

economic issues mattered a lot was relatively much smaller. Similarly, 

supporters of Prime Minister Narendra Modi were far more likely to report 

development as their main voting issue, whereas supporters of Congress 

president Rahul Gandhi were more likely to report economy-related issues.

While we cannot be sure about the direction of causality, we suspect that 

many voters may have ended up looking at the matter of issues through the 

lens of their own political preferences than the other way round.

A State-wise look at what mattered to voters reveals that the issue of 

development trumped economic matters as the single most important voting 

issue by a large margin in West Bengal, Odisha, Karnataka, Uttarakhand, 

Jammu and Kashmir, Andhra Pradesh and Telangana.

Economy-related concerns appear to have been far more important in the 

States of Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan, Haryana, Gujarat, 

Bihar, Jharkhand and Tamil Nadu. The issue of unemployment, in fact, was 
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found to be a much greater concern in the Hindi heartland States than in the 

rest of the country. The survey also indicates that problems related to farming 

seem to have mattered far more to voters in Maharashtra, Rajasthan, Tamil 

Nadu, Uttar Pradesh and Jharkhand than in other States.

As far as the issues of national security, the Pulwama terrorist attack and 

India’s air strikes in Pakistan are concerned, merely 2% of the voters 

interviewed spontaneously reported the three issues as having been most 

important to them while voting. This is the same percentage as the one 

recorded in the pre-poll.

Among this tiny minority however, the NDA, not surprisingly, seems to have 

scored hugely over the UPA. In a bitterly polarised election that may see 

narrow victory margins in many seats, a big lead even among a small section 

of voters may end up being decisive.

National security

Moreover, this small section of voters that put national security over everything 

else while voting may actually have been much larger in number. We say this 

because for the second straight survey we find the Balakot strikes issue to 

have had an impact on voter attitudes at the subliminal or subconscious level 

(though the effect did wane a little).

Nearly four of every five voters were aware of the Balakot strikes, almost 

the same proportion as the pre-poll done in 19 States, and among them the 

opinion that the Modi government should get another chance was far greater 

than those unaware of the Balakot strikes.

Awareness of the strikes was also, once again, found to be subduing the 

negative impact that issues such as price rise and joblessness may have 

had on the BJP’s chances. Over two-fifths of the voters who said that price 

rise or unemployment were the most important voting issues for them but had 

heard of the Balakot strikes were in favour of giving the Modi government 
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another chance as opposed to over one-fourth of those voters for whom the 

two issues were most important but had not heard of the Balakot strikes. 

Bottom-line, bread-and-butter issues seem to have mattered less to voters 

in the election than they did a few months ago, and even if they did, many 

voters do not seem to have spelled them out as such, perhaps because they 

may have viewed the whole question of issues through the prism of their 

political choice.

Many of the issues that voters finally voted on do not seem to have been the 

same as the issues they had been emphasising to surveyors/pollsters for a 

long time, most probably because of the sudden surge around the nation’s 

security post-Balakot, a factor that seems to have had a covert effect on 

voting behaviour.

The other factor that overshadowed the perception of issues as relevant to 

vote choices was probably the leadership of Narendra Modi. We shall report 

on this tomorrow. In a sense, an election that had promised to be issue-laden 

at the start of the year may just have ended up bypassing the real issues 

under the garb of “vikas” and nationalism — both identified with Mr. Modi’s 

leadership.

India cuts off UN panel after J&K report
Reacting angrily to a submission from the Geneva-based Human Rights 

Council (HRC) on alleged violations in Jammu and Kashmir, India has informed 

the United Nations body that it will no longer entertain any communication 

with the HRC’s Special Rapporteurs on its report.

The report from the UN body came at the same time as a report from two 

NGOs in Jammu and Kashmir on alleged cases of torture, was released in 

Srinagar, which was endorsed by a former UN Special Rapporteur.

Queries on action taken
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The current Special Rapporteurs on Extrajudicial Executions, Torture, 

and Right to Health — Agnes Callamard, DainiusPuras and Nils Melzer 

respectively — had referred to a previous June 2018 report of the Office 

of the High Commissioner of Human Rights (OHCHR) and written to the 

government in March 2019, asking about steps taken by New Delhi to 

address alleged human rights violations listed in the report.

In addition, the Special Rapporteurs had listed “13 cases of concern” from 

the year 2018 alone in which “four children were among eight civilians killed 

by members of the security forces.”

Rejecting all the claims, the Indian Permanent Mission to the United Nations 

in Geneva replied to the OHCHR on April 23, saying that “India... does not 

intend to engage further with these mandate holders or any other mandate 

holders on the issue,” whom it accused of “individual prejudice”.

‘Clear bias’ alleged

India had also rejected the OHCHR’s report on the “Situation of Human 

Rights in Kashmir” — the first ever such report on J&K that came out in June 

2018 — and accused the High Commissioner of Human Rights ZeidRa’ad 

Al Hussein of “clear bias” in bringing it out.

When asked, the MEA clarified that India’s stand on not engaging with 

the special rapporteurs was only for those wishing to refer to the OHCHR 

report.

Trump warns Iran of its ‘official end’
U.S. President Donald Trump   warned he would destroy Iran if it threatens 

the U.S. “If Iran wants to fight, that will be the official end of Iran. Never 

threaten the United States again,” Mr Trump tweeted.

Tensions between the long-time foes resumed a little over a year ago when 
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the U.S. withdrew from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action (JCPOA), 

an international deal aimed at containing Iran’s nuclear programme in 

exchange for stopping crippling sanctions against the country.

Sunday’s Presidential tweet was presumably partly motivated by the Iraqi 

government reporting that a rocket had been fired into Baghdad’s Green 

Zone — an area that includes government buildings as well as the U.S. 

Embassy.

The U.S. had already ordered non-essential staff out of Iraq and the White 

House had announced in early May that it was sending an aircraft carrier 

and bombers to West Asia. An Iraqi military spokesperson was quoted by 

the Associated Press as saying the rocket was fired from east Baghdad, an 

area controlled by Shia militias, which are backed by Iran.

Softer approach

However, Mr. Trump appeared to adopt a softer approach during a Fox 

News interview which was aired Sunday evening (it is unclear when the 

interview was filmed).

“I just don’t want them to have nuclear weapons, and they can’t be threatening 

us. And with all of everything that’s going on, and I’m not one that believes 

— you know, I’m not somebody that wants to go into war, because war hurts 

economies, war kills people most importantly — by far most importantly,” he 

said.

Mr. Trump has sent mixed signals on his positions on the tensions with 

Iran in the past, often appearing at odds with his hawkish National Security 

Adviser John Bolton, who has led a hard-line approach against Iran and 

has, previously, called for an attack on Iran.

Last week, Mr. Trump denied a New York Times report that his administration 

was planning to send 1,20,000 troops to West Asia if conditions deteriorated 

but at the same time he said he would send “a hell of a lot” more than 
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1,20,000 troops if need be.

“And don’t kid yourself, you do have a military-industrial complex. They do 

like war,” Mr. Trump said during the Fox interview.

Saudi Arabia called   for emergency regional talks to discuss the Gulf tensions. 

King Salman invited Gulf leaders and Arab League member states to two 

emergency summits in Mecca on May 30 to discuss recent “aggressions and 

their consequences”.

Joko Widodo re-elected as Indonesia’s President
Heavily armed Indonesian troops were on high alert   amid fears of civil 

unrest in the capital Jakarta, as the surprise early announcement of official 

election results handed Joko Widodo another term as leader of the world’s 

third-biggest democracy.

The Election Commission had been due to give the divisive poll’s final tally  , 

but results were announced early   instead.

Presidential challenger Prabowo Subianto, a 67-year-old retired general, 

vowed to take his claims of widespread cheating to court as several thousand 

supporters protested in the capital.

Tensions have also spiked since police said last week that they arrested 

dozens of Islamic State-linked terror suspects who planned to cause chaos 

by bombing post-election protests.

The U.S. embassy in Jakarta issued a heightened security alert for Indonesia, 

the world’s biggest Muslim majority nation which has long wrestled with 

Islamist militancy. Other embassies issued similar warnings.

The front of the Election commission office was barricaded, after Mr. Subianto 

warned that mass demonstrations could break out if he lost.
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May offers ‘new deal’ to break Brexit deadlock
Prime Minister Theresa May set out   a “new deal” for Britain’s departure 

from the EU, offering sweeteners to opposition parties in her fourth attempt to 

break an impasse in Parliament over Brexit.

Three years since Britain voted to leave the EU and almost two months after 

the planned departure date, Ms. May is mounting a last bid to try to get the 

deeply divided Parliament’s backing for a divorce deal, to leave office with 

some kind of legacy.

The odds do not look good. Despite offering what she described as “significant 

further changes”, many lawmakers, hardened in their positions, have already 

decided not to vote next month for the Withdrawal Agreement Bill, legislation 

which implements the terms of Britain’s departure.

Speaking at the headquarters of PricewaterhouseCoopers, Ms. May appealed 

to lawmakers to get behind her deal, offering the prospect of a possible second 

referendum on the agreement and closer trading arrangements with the EU 

as incentives.

“I say with conviction to every MP or every party: I have compromised, now I 

ask you to compromise,” she said.

“We have been given a clear instruction by the people we are supposed to 

represent, so help me find a way to honour that instruction, move our country 

and our politics and build the better future that all of us want to see.”

By offering the possibility of holding a second vote on her deal and a compromise 

on customs arrangements, Ms. May hopes to win over opposition Labour 

lawmakers, whose votes she needs to overcome resistance to the deal in her 

own Conservative Party.

But she will infuriate Brexit-supporting lawmakers.

Simon Clarke, a Conservative lawmaker, said he had backed her deal during 

the third failed attempt in parliament, “but this speech from the PM means 
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there is no way I will support the Withdrawal Agreement Bill”.

“So if we pass the Withdrawal Agreement Bill at 2nd reading, we allow a 

Remain Parliament to insist upon a 2nd referendum and a Customs Union? 

This is outrageous,” he said on Twitter.

Concessions

Her movement towards what many describe as the “Remain” lawmakers, 

who want to stay in the EU, is a shift for a Prime Minister who has long said 

she is against a second referendum and staying in a customs union with the 

bloc.

She may be counting on the fact that parliament has yet to vote in favour of 

a second referendum and that a “temporary” customs union might just be 

weak enough for some in her party to accept.

But it signals how her earlier strategy, to keep Brexit supporters on board, has 

failed. The question is whether the concessions will be enough to convince 

Labour to get on board.

Earlier, John McDonnell, Labour’s finance policy chief, cast doubt on 

whether it could win the party’s support, saying what he had seen so far 

“doesn’t inspire confidence, and I don’t think that many of our members will 

be inspired by it”.

Brexit-supporting Conservatives were equally unconvinced.

“Her bold new offer of the WAB will be a further dilution through Labour-

sponsored amendments which will make her already unacceptable withdrawal 

agreement even more unpalatable,” said Andrew Bridgen, a Conservative 

lawmaker.

“A prime minister heading for the exit desperate to salvage something from 

her premiership regardless of the cost to our democracy, our country and the 

Conservative Party.”

May wants to get her withdrawal deal, agreed with the EU last November, 

through parliament, so, as promised, she can leave office having at least 
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finalised the first part of Britain’s departure and prevented a “no deal” Brexit, 

an abrupt departure that many businesses fear will create an economic 

shock.

Finance minister, Philip Hammond, rammed the point home in parliament   

when he said a no-deal Brexit would leave Britain poorer. He is expected to 

send the same message to business leaders in a speech later in the day.

“The 2016 Leave campaign was clear that we would leave with a deal,” he 

will say, according to advance extracts.

“So to advocate for ‘no deal’ is to hijack the result of the referendum, and in 

doing so, knowingly to inflict damage on our economy and our living standards. 

Because all the preparation in the world will not avoid the consequences of 

no deal.”

AFT asks Centre to submit files on Navy chief selection
The Armed Forces Tribunal (AFT) asked the government to submit files 

pertaining to the selection of the Navy chief by May 29.

This is in response to a plea filed by Vice Admiral Bimal Verma over being 

superseded for the top post despite being the senior most.

“The AFT has issued notice to the Ministry of Defence (MoD) to furnish all 

the documents based on which the selection of the next Navy chief was 

done,” a defence official said.

The government has appointed Vice Admiral Karambir Singh as the 24th 

Navy chief once incumbent CNS Admiral Sunil Lanba retires on May 31.

Vice Admiral Verma is currently the Commander-in-Chief of the Andaman 

and Nicobar-based tri-service command and is six months senior to Vice 

Admiral Singh.

The government had earlier overlooked a senior officer in the appointment of 

General Bipin Rawat as Chief of Army Staff in 2016.
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Documents stolen from IAF Rafale team office in France
In a major security breach, a break-in and theft occurred in the Paris office 

of the Indian Air Force (IAF) Project Management Team (PMT) overseeing 

the Rafale fighter deal and some documents have been taken, according 

to multiple defence sources. There was break-in in two other offices in the 

premises, another source said.

“The incident occurred   night and some documents have been taken. An 

investigation is under way,” a defence source told The Hindu on condition of 

anonymity.

“It is Dassault Aviation’s responsibility as it has been on their premises,” the 

source added. The PMT consists of four IAF officers and is headed by a 

Group Captain.

At least two sources confirmed that some safes were broken open and the 

culprits “managed to get away with some documents inside.”

However, the nature of the documents was not immediately known. Defence 

Ministry and IAF officials when contacted declined to comment.

However, a second source said it looks like a case of burglary. “PMT, one 

among three offices of Dassault broken into. Money was stolen from other 

offices,” the source said. A third source said the burglary looks like a diversion 

and the matter is of serious concern. “What kind of documents have been 

taken is yet to be ascertained,” the source said.

The local police have been informed and a case has been registered, another 

source said. In September 2016, India and France signed a €7.87 billion 

Inter-Governmental Agreement (IGA) for 36 Rafale multi-role jets in a fly-

away condition.

DRDO test fires guided bomb from Sukhoi combat jet
The Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO)   successfully 
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test fired an indigenously-developed 500 kg class guided bomb from a Sukhoi 

combat jet at Pokhran in Rajasthan. The defence ministry said the guided 

bomb achieved the desired range and hit the target with high precision. “The 

DRDO successfully flight tested a 500 kg class Inertial Guided Bomb today 

from Su-30 MKI Aircraft from the Pokhran test range in Rajasthan,” it said. 

The Ministry said all mission objectives have been met during the test firing 

of the guided bomb.

Copper, aluminium sectors may get raw deal if India joins 
RCEP, warn producers
Copper and aluminium associations in the country have sent representations 

to the government voicing concerns about India joining the Regional 

Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) grouping of countries.

Such a move would pave the way for zero duty on imports of copper 

and aluminium, which would cripple the domestic sector and stall further 

investments, they said. Officials from the government are in Bangkok for an 

inter-sessional meeting of the potential RCEP members. The RCEP countries 

are trying to conclude a treaty that would eliminate input tariffs on about 90% 

of traded goods. The copper industry has a somewhat nuanced approach to 

this, wherein it wants the raw material to be included in the RCEP deal, but 

does not want copper-finished goods to carry zero import duty.

“We have 10 lakh tonnes domestic capacity of copper, which is 2.5% of 

world capacity,” Sanjay Karn, general secretary of the Indian Primary Copper 

Producers Association (IPCPA) told The Hindu . “However, we do not have 

the copper raw materials available in India. Hindustan Copper has some 

capacity, but it can service only 5% of the requirements. The rest is all 

imported.”

“We would thus like the import of copper concentrate to be opened for imports 
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at zero duty because India doesn’t have these resources,” Mr. Karn added.

On the finished goods, the demand in the country is only 6.5 lakh tonnes, 

which is expected to grow to about 8 lakh tonnes in the next five years. As 

such, India has a domestic surplus capacity.

“But what is happening is that India already has FTA agreements with ASEAN 

and other countries like Sri Lanka,” the Aluminium Association of India (AAI) 

said. “As a result, close to three lakh tonnes of refined copper is getting 

imported, which is 35% of the market share. Before the FTA, this was hardly 

5%. Most of these are zero duty imports from ASEAN countries.”

The consequence of the uncertainty over whether India will join RCEP and 

if it does, which product lines will be included in the zero-duty structure, has 

meant that future investments have been stalled.

Trump begins Japan trip, calls for ‘fair trade’
U.S. President Donald Trump   vowed to make the U.S. trade relationship 

with Japan a “little bit more fair”, as he kicked off a four-day visit to Tokyo 

aimed at cementing ties between the two close allies.

Mr. Trump’s four-day trip is expected to feature plenty of warm words and 

images as he plays golf and watches sumo with Shinzo Abe, Japan’s Prime 

Minister. But the two countries are also thrashing out a trade deal and Mr. 

Trump wasted no time in lashing out at what he sees as an imbalance between 

the pair. “Japan has had a substantial edge for many, many years. But that’s 

OK, maybe that’s why you like us so much,” Mr. Trump told leaders from 

some of Japan’s leading companies, including Toyota, Honda and Nissan.

After a bilateral trade deal has been signed, it will be “a little bit more 

fair”, vowed the President. “With this deal we hope to address the trade 

imbalance, remove the barriers to United States exports and ensure fairness 

and reciprocity in our relationship. We’re getting close,” said Mr. Trump.
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He added: “We hope to have several further announcements soon and some 

very big ones over the next few months.”

Pakistan allows Sushma’s overflight on India’s request
Islamabad made a rare exception for External Affairs Minister Sushma Swaraj 

to fly directly through Pakistani airspace to attend the SCO meet in Bishkek 

last week, officials in Delhi and Islamabad confirmed to The Hindu .

The permission for Ms. Swaraj came even as thousands of travellers 

continue to suffer flight cancellations, delays and soaring ticket prices due to 

Pakistan’s decision to close its airspace for flights to and from India after the 

Balakot strikes on February 26.

Avoids longer travel

“The Indian government had requested us to allow Ms. Swaraj to fly over 

Pakistan to avoid the longer route, and we gave them permission,” said 

Mohammad Faisal, Pakistan’s Foreign Ministry spokesperson.

Government sources in Delhi confirmed the development.

“The overflight permission was granted by Pakistan based on route 

permission filed by relevant [Indian] authorities. External Affairs Minister’s 

flight to Bishkek was over Pakistani airspace both ways,” a source said.

Ms. Swaraj had attended the SCO Foreign Minister’s meet in Kyrgyzstan 

on May 21 and 22, along with Pakistan Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood 

Qureshi.

Without the special permission from Pakistan, Ms. Swaraj’s flight, which took 

four hours to the Kyrgyz capital, would have taken nearly eight hours each 

way.

350 flights hit daily

The ban by Pakistan has meant that an estimated 350 flights have been 

affected every day for the past three months.
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Dozens of flights, including the United Airlines direct flight to New York, and 

several Central Asian flights, have had to be cancelled. Air India has seen 

a daily loss of Rs. 5-7 crore due to the added fuel costs and flight times, 

officials estimate. Pakistan’s civil aviation authority has suffered major losses 

in overflight fees.

Senior Pakistani defence and aviation officials are due to meet on May 30 

to decide on lifting the airspace ban, which Pakistan’s government said was 

put in place to stop further strikes by India after the IAF attack on Balakot 

on February 26. Indian officials have, however, denied any plans for further 

strikes.

When asked if Islamabad would lift the ban on May 30, Dr. Faisal remained 

non-committal.

“We are still awaiting a de-escalation of tensions. The moment we feel India 

has de-escalated, we will allow the flights back over Pakistani airspace,” he 

said, while appearing on a programme on Pakistani channel AAP TV.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi is also expected to travel to Bishkek soon, in 

order to attend the SCO summit on June 13-14, by which time, officials hope 

Pakistan will have lifted all its restrictions.

Ethiopia beckons Indian garment exporters
Melat and Rahel, both 24 years of age, completed their studies last year in the 

east African country of Ethiopia and landed their first job in an Indian textile 

company. They are among the 700-odd young men and women employed at 

KPR Export Plc. at Makelle, Ethiopia. They were trained at KPR’s Coimbatore 

manufacturing plant.

Standing outside the work shed at Makelle Industrial Park, where his company 

is making garments, KPR Group’s executive director C.R. Anandakrishnan 

says SCM Garments, again from Coimbatore region, has occupied the 
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adjacent shed. The two companies had generated over 1,500 jobs.

Bumpy ride

A drive from Makelle town to the Makelle Industrial park in Tigray region, 

Ethiopia, is a bumpy ride with the connecting roads under development and 

not many buildings around. Yet, the park, with its plug-and-play work sheds, 

is attracting Indian textile companies.

Ask Mr. Anandakrishnan why Indian textile units, especially garment 

manufacturing factories, are expanding to new geographies, mainly Africa, 

and he says the prime reason is the duty-free access to the U.S. and the EU 

markets.

Apart from Ethiopia, Kenya is attracting investments from garment 

manufacturers, while Tanzania and Uganda are also opening up. It is not 

only Indian factories, but also textile companies from China, Sri Lanka, and 

Bangladesh that are investing in these countries, adds Govind Venuprasad, 

coordinator of Supporting Indian Trade and Investment for Africa (SITA) 

project of the International Trade Centre. “For a polycot t-shirt, Indian 

exporters pay 32% import duty in the U.S. if shipped from India. It is duty-

free [if exported] from Africa. For cotton t-shirts, the duty-free access gives 

16% advantage to an exporter,” he adds. For an industry that works on thin 

margins in India, this is a substantial advantage even if the buyer does not 

pass on the entire benefit. By 2030, India is expected to be a net importer 

of clothing. The African market is also growing. By setting up capacities in 

Africa, Indian companies can tap the potential in both these growing markets 

in the coming years, says Mr. Venuprasad.

Rising costs

Further, with the Indian economy growing, costs are on the rise. Indian 

textile and garment manufacturers need to be competitive in the international 

market, he adds. “India has a competitiveness problem. Our garment export 
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growth has remained flat for the last few years. The Indian government and 

the industry should sit together and discuss the issues,” says Sanjay Jain, 

chairman, Confederation of Indian Textile Industry. “We did look at Kenya 

before finalising the investment in Ethiopia. But, the labour cost is high in Kenya. 

If we pay a worker $200 a month in India, it is less than 50% of the amount 

in Ethiopia,” says Mr. Anandakrishnan. Indian investments across sectors 

started coming into Ethiopia after 2008 when the Ethiopian government came 

up with an attractive investment policy, and Indian industries were looking 

at frontiers outside India, says Mayur Kothari, convenor of India Business 

Forum, Ethiopia. But, there are challenges companies face in Ethiopia. It is 

a land-locked country and hence, transporting goods to and from the ports in 

neighbouring countries means longer time and higher cost. Infrastructure is 

an issue, says Mr. Anandakrishnan.

Only industries that have scaled up capacities in India can afford long-term 

planning to invest in Ethiopia.

“The duty-free access is offsetting additional costs that we incur. Right now, it 

is really tough there. In the long run, efficiency will go up, infrastructure will be 

developed and it will be a worthy investment,” says Ashok, chief marketing 

officer of SCM Garments.
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Top Philippine court orders government to protect South 
China Sea
The Philippine Supreme Court ordered the government and security agencies   

to protect the environment in disputed areas of the South China Sea, responding 

to fishermen’s complaints of inaction against illegal Chinese activity.

The top court said it had issued a writ instructing heads of key ministries, 

the coastguard, navy, and police to enforce international conventions and 

domestic laws to protect reefs and marine life in the Philippines’ 200 nautical 

mile Exclusive Economic Zone (EEZ).

The order represents a rare challenge by the judiciary to what critics say 

is President Rodrigo Duterte’s capitulation to China’s expansionism and 

militarisation in the South China Sea, in return for economic incentives that 

have not been forthcoming.

The court was responding to a petition by fishing communities from two 

provinces who alleged that island-building by the Chinese state and Chinese 

fishing practices were violations of a 2016 ruling by the Permanent Court of 

Arbitration, in a case lodged and won by the Philippines.

Duterte has been accused of squandering the advantage of that landmark 

ruling by giving in to China’s strategic demands, in the hope of securing billions 

of dollars of loans and investments.

Friday’s order by the Supreme Court covers three disputed areas, the 

Scarborough Shoal, the Philippine-occupied Second Thomas Shoal, and 

Mischief Reef, one of three reefs that China has converted into artificial islands 

equipped with radar, bunkers and surface-to-air missiles.

The court gave no timeframe and did not say how authorities should enforce 

the laws.

The justice minister and the president’s spokesman did not immediately 

respond to requests by Reuters for comment on the court order.

The ruling compounds what is arguably Duterte’s biggest foreign policy crisis 
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in his presidency, as China tightens its control over the strategic waterway 

where more than $3 trillion in commerce passes each year.

Opinion polls consistently show that Duterte’s huge popularity among Filipinos 

has done little to change feelings of mistrust towards China.

Duterte denies caving into Beijing but argues it is pointless and dangerous to 

challenge a more superior military power.

He met Chinese President Xi Jinping at a summit in China last month and, 

according to Duterte’s aides, voiced opposition to swarms of Chinese fishing 

boats near a disputed island occupied by the Philippines.

Abdiel Fajardo, president of the Integrated Bar of the Philippines, said the 

writ affirms the arbitration ruling and effectively reminds the authorities they 

have a duty to follow the constitution and domestic laws.

“The Philippines, at least through the judiciary, is not waiving its rights over 

them by acquiescing to the unilateral actions of another state,” he said in a 

text message.

State-owned New Space creates a flutter among space 
startups
In early March, the small set of NewSpace entities in the country sat up in 

disbelief to see a state-run company taking birth in that name although it did 

not fit the standard definition of their league.

On March 6, the Department of Space (DoS) quietly registered its second 

commercial entity, NewSpace India Ltd. (NSIL), in Bengaluru.

At the time, the small, new age ventures and startups foraying into the space 

industry were still coming to terms with the news of February 19 that the 

Union Cabinet had cleared a new business arm for DoS.

Surprise, because DoS already has a commercial venture, Antrix Corporation 

Limited, which was set up in September 1992 to market the products and 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

services of the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO).

While the government hasn’t said much about NSIL plans since the first 

announcement, officials in the DoS and ISRO have been trying to figure out 

how exactly Antrix and NSIL would operate their respective businesses in the 

common, niche area.

What we do know is that NSIL has an authorised capital of Rs. 10 crore and a 

paid-up capital of Rs. 1 crore. And that two senior officials of Antrix — Executive 

Director D.R. Suma and Director (launch services) D. Radhakrishnan — were 

moved to NewSpace in March to help the new venture get off the ground.

Board soon

Two senior ISRO officials, speaking on condition of anonymity, said it was 

still early to talk about the new company. “Currently the department [DoS] 

is completing statutory formalities such as the formation of a board of 8-

10 directors,” one of the officials said. “We would like to do it as quickly 

as possible. A selection committee will find the Chairman and Managing 

Director,” the official added.

“Both the companies are there [now]. Their roles and responsibilities will 

be divided. The new company will basically focus on industry participation. 

Clarity will emerge as we go forward,” the official observed.

“A lot of new [business] activities are cropping up, such as customer satellites, 

spinoff technologies, industry participation, production partners, ground 

stations, and satellite data sales,” the official said.

Some serving and former DoS associates apprehend that NSIL may one 

day cannibaliseAntrix and reduce it to an idle shell. They contend that the 

government may have created NSIL just to erase an eight-year-old blot and 

resultant liabilities associated with Antrix’s cancelled Devas contract. The 

ISRO official, however, ruled out any such eventuality, asserting that Antrix’s 

expertise, accumulated over decades, could not be recreated or transferred 

overnight.
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IIT Kanpur identifies novel molecule to control hyper 
inflammation
Researchers at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Kanpur have identified 

and characterised a novel small protein molecule that can effectively control 

inflammation leading to better treatment outcomes. In contrast, inflammation 

control by molecules that are undergoing clinical trials may not be optimal 

due to inherent drawbacks. The work was done in collaboration with the 

University of Queensland.

Hyper inflammation

While some amount of inflammation at the site of infection is required for 

effective clearance of pathogens, too much inflammation compromises 

pathogen-clearing ability. Hyper inflammation also destroys the tissues 

surrounding the inflamed area leading to inflammation disorders such as 

sepsis, inflammatory bowel syndrome, rheumatoid arthritis and psoriasis.

A small protein (C5a) that is a part of the innate immunity (immediate 

defence against pathogens that have never been encountered before) gets 

activated when a pathogen enters the body. The C5a protein then binds 

to a particular receptor (C5aR1) found on the surface of certain cells such 

as macrophages and neutrophils to begin the process of inflammation and 

pathogen clearance.

Neutrophiles are already present in the body and circulate in the blood. Once 

the small protein binds to the C5aR1 receptor found on neutrophils, there is 

increased migration towards the site of infection leading to hyper inflammation. 

At the same time, binding of the small protein to the receptor on macrophages 

reduces the amount of a pro-inflammatory cytokine called interleukin-6 (IL-6) 

that is released, which is desirable to overcome inflammatory symptoms.

Therapeutic agents now undergoing clinical testing prevent the C5a protein 

from binding to the receptor found on neutrophils leading to reduced migration 
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of neutrophils to the site of infection. Hyper inflammation is thus prevented. 

However, it has the opposite effect on interleukin-6 release. Unlike the C5a 

protein, the drug candidate molecules do not reduce the amount of IL-6 being 

released thereby causing more inflammation.

Role of IL-6

“There is more inflammation when the amount of IL-6 at the site of infection 

is more. So it is desirable to reduce the amount of IL-6 being released to 

overcome the inflammatory symptoms,” says Arun Shukla from the institute’s 

Department of Biological Sciences and Bioengineering. He is one of the 

corresponding authors of a paper published in theJournal of Biological 

Chemistry.

The small protein molecule identified by IIT Kanpur researchers addresses the 

shortcomings seen with the drug molecules now undergoing clinical testing. 

The drug molecule that IIT Kanpur team used for this study is already known 

to bind to the C5aR1 receptor. But its effects were not characterised in term 

of IL-6 release and neutrophil migration.

“Our peptide molecule binds to the C5aR1 receptor found on neutrophils and 

reduces their migration to the site of infection. And unlike the molecules now 

being tested, our peptide molecule also reduces the amount of IL-6 being 

released,” says Prof. Shukla. Under in vitro conditions, the combined effect 

may lead to reduced inflammation.

“The molecule only reduces and not blocks neutrophil migration. There should 

be sufficient inflammation at the infection site to clear the pathogens,” says 

Shubhi Pandey from IIT Kanpur and first author of the paper.

The peptide molecule identified by the team is smaller than the C5a protein so 

the binding to the receptor is weak. “So we have to use higher concentration of 

our synthetic peptide to achieve better results. Future work would be to increase 

the strength of binding by improving the molecule so that less concentration 

is needed,” Prof. Shukla says. The team plans to carry out animal studies in 
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future to measure the therapeutic potential of the molecule.

Robot from IIT Madras checks pipelines for leakage
At a time when water scarcity pervades many urban centres, it is important 

to ensure that water being transported through pipes is not lost through 

leakages. In an attempt to address this issue, researchers from IIT Madras 

have developed a robot to check pipelines for leaks and other faults. Named 

Endobot, this robot is to be marketed by an IIT Madras incubated startup, 

Solinas Integrity, founded by the researchers.

Quite often, pipes that transport water suffer from low maintenance and 

neglect which causes them to develop leakages. These often go unnoticed 

except when the water seeps to the surface. Periodically, water pipelines 

are dug up, and this may bring leaks to notice, but this is left to chance and 

is a costly process at best. Water is also lost through connections that have 

not been sanctioned officially. Endobot is presented as a solution that can 

identify these faults and stealthy connections, at a low cost.

The electrically-powered robot looks like a small tank, runs within the pipe 

on four wheels connected using a conveyor belt. It is tethered to the entry 

point outside the pipe. This construction allows it to run over tough terrain 

within the pipe without stalling. “Endobot is about 6 inches high and can 

study any pipe having a diameter more than 8 inches. Since water pipes 

typically have an inner diameter of at least 15 inches, it suits the purpose 

well,” says Prabhu Rajagopal from the Centre for Nondestructive Evaluation 

in IIT Madras, where the robot was developed. He is also a non-executive 

director of the company.

“As the robot, which is electrically powered, runs through the pipes at about 

15 cm per second, it captures videos and transmits a live feed to the base 

at the entry point. It also uses laser-based techniques to examine the pipes 
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as it moves,” explains Vishwa Sai Prathyusha, who is the Chief Technology 

Officer of the company and alumna of IIT Madras. These feeds are conveyed 

to the user’s computer and may be analysed later using software developed 

by the team.

“Of course, the robot has noteworthy features, but also the software and 

tools for analysis developed by our team give us a major advantage over 

competition,” adds MsPrathyusha.

Additional sensors

Any technology goes through phases of development and Endobot is no 

exception. “As a next step, we plan to add more sensors - ultrasonic and 

electromagnetic - which can help us find out whether the pipes develop 

corrosion or cracks on the outer side,” says Krishnan Balasubramanian, a 

director of the company. He is a chair professor in the Mechanical Engineering 

department of IIT Madras and head of the Centre for Nondestructive 

Evaluation.

“As of now, not many people are working on such small robots,” says Prof. 

Rajagopal. He acknowledges, however, that there is competition at an 

international level. “Having small robots is a novelty even there, and open 

source electronics is driving this here,” he adds. So while such robots may 

not be out of reach of international companies, they still have not focused 

on such solutions. “Recently, the Indian government and corporations 

and municipalities are increasingly looking at outsourcing operation and 

management of water resources to private players, and we are in a sort of 

Goldilocks zone,” says Prof. Rajagopal.

The team has already completed one set of trials within IIT Madras campus, 

where many pipes and installations are nearly 40 years old. They are now in 

talks with various urban corporations to allow them to try out the robot. Some 

municipalities have expressed interest in pilot studies using the robot.
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IIT Delhi 3D prints human skin
Researchers at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Delhi have successfully 

3D bioprinted human skin models that have certain anatomically relevant 

structural, mechanical and biochemical features similar to native human skin. 

The bioprinted skin produced in the lab by the team is already being used by 

ITC Ltd for experiments.

The bioprinted skin model will have wide applications in testing cosmetics. It 

can also reduce and probably even replace testing on animals.

It can also be used for testing dermatology drugs on human skin and at a 

future date even help in testing drugs for personalised medicine.

Testing on animals

The European Commission has prohibited testing finished cosmetic products 

and cosmetic ingredients on animals. It even prohibits marketing of finished 

cosmetic products and ingredients in the European Union.

The skin is composed of two important layers — the inner dermis (made 

of fibroblasts) and the outer epidermis (keratinocytes, melanocytes). The 

junction between the two layers is not flat but is undulatory or wavy. The 

undulatory morphology is important as it provides biochemical cues and 

mechanical support to the epidermis layer, provides structural stability to the 

skin by making the two layers adhere to each other, and not allow cells to 

cross the junction.

Unlike the currently available tissue-engineered skin equivalents, the team 

led by Sourabh Ghosh from the institute’s Department of Textile Technology 

was successful in creating this wavy junction in the bioprinted skin model. 

The results were published in the journal Bioprinting. The study was funded 

by ITC Ltd.

The undulatory junction was designed using 3D CAD and 10 layers of dermis 

were constructed through bioprinting followed by eight layers of epidermis. 

“We designed the pattern so that both layers fit and the interface had a wavy 
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pattern,” says Prof. Ghosh. Silk bioink mixed with fibroblasts was used for 

growing the dermis, while bioink mixed with keratinocytes and melanocytes 

was used for growing the epidermis.

No shrinkage

The bioprinted skin also retained the original dimension without any shrinkage 

for up to three weeks. Traditionally, collagen used for developing skin 

constructs start shrinking within a few weeks thus affecting the morphology. 

Testing on such skin constructs therefore cannot be carried out beyond one 

week.

The bioink containing the cells are deposited in a criss-cross pattern leaving 

gaps in between. “The keratinocytes in the epidermis were seen migrating 

and filling the pores. This type of migration, which was very clear and striking, 

and cellular self-assembly recapitulate wound healing-like situation in native 

skin,” says Prasad Admane from IIT Delhi and first author of the paper.

The keratinocytes in the epidermis differentiate and form into four distinct 

layers. “We studied three proteins — fibronectin, cytokeratin 1 and 14 — 

that are biomarkers of keratinocyte differentiation. They are produced in the 

bioprinted skin though the amount was comparatively less than native skin,” 

he says.

Most importantly, gene and protein expression analysis showed 60% 

similarity in gene expression between bioprinted and native skin. “We 

identified 56 proteins expressed in bioprinted skin which play an important 

role in skin development, extracellular matrix organisation and keratinocyte 

differentiation,” says Abhishak C. Gupta from IIT Delhi and co-author of the 

paper.

“We will now explore the possibility of growing hairs on the bioprinted skin,” 

says Dr. Gupta.

Prof. Ghosh’s team has already developed a 3D construct for hair follicle 

structure in collaboration with ITC Ltd.
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“Our goal is set up a start-up to focus on developing different diseased skin 

conditions to test different drug molecules in patient-specific manner,” he 

says.

Why is northeast India drying up rapidly?
Northeast India, one of the wettest places on the Earth has been experiencing 

rapid drying, especially in the last 30 years. Some places which used to get 

as high as 3,000 mm of rain during the monsoon season have seen a drop 

of about 25-30%.

A team of researchers from the Indian Institute of Tropical Meteorology, Pune, 

and Assam University set out to understand whether this decline is caused 

by anthropogenic activity or is it part of natural changes.

The results published recently in JGR-Atmospheres show that the decreasing 

monsoon rainfall is associated with natural changes in the subtropical Pacific 

Ocean.

Pattern of fluctuations

“We found that changes in the Pacific decadal oscillation (PDO) — a pattern 

of fluctuations in the ocean, particularly over the north Pacific basin — are 

mainly associated with this declined rainfall,” explains Abida Choudhury, a 

Ph.D. scholar at Assam University and the first author of the paper. “Just like 

El Nino/La Nina in the tropical Pacific, PDO has a signature for a longer time 

(on the decadal scale) in the sea surface temperatures and its interaction 

with the atmosphere, which in turn affects the northeast Indian summer 

monsoon.”

Natural and manmade

The team used observed rainfall and sea surface temperature data for the 

period 1901-2014 for the study. The results show out that the reduction in 

rainfall during a major part of the last 114 years may be associated with global 
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man-made factors, while the trend during the last 36 years is associated with 

natural phenomena.

“Only about 7% of the rainfall in this region is associated with local moisture 

recycling, which means that anthropogenic activities can affect only this 

small percentage. So we concluded that the recent rapid drying is a part of 

interdecadal variability of monsoonal rainfall which is strongly associated with 

the PDO,” says Subodh Kumar Saha from IITM, Pune.

The researchers note that this study can be used to predict the monsoon 

rainfall over the northeast region on a decadal time scale using Pacific Ocean 

region data.

Previous studies have found that a dry spell may be preceded by a wet spell, 

so the researchers warn that “change in land cover and deforestation could 

potentially result in more natural disasters, for example, flash flood, landslides 

from torrential rains, and damage to crops and biodiversity”.

“Policymakers should take these long-term predictions into account while 

planning construction of dams, power plants, etc. to prevent loss of property,” 

adds MahenKonwar, the corresponding author of the study from IITM, Pune.

Parents can now remotely monitor preschoolers
Aparna Hegde, a software engineer, has a 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. office schedule. 

However, during breaks, she watches in real time on mobile phone her 

three-year-old son’s learning activities at his preschool in Whitefield, several 

kilometres away from her office on Bannerghatta Road.

With the spotlight on security, many schools have installed CCTV cameras. 

But some have gone ahead, and are live streaming everything that happens 

on their premises to parents and guardians.

They say it assures parents that their children’s safety and security are given 

utmost importance. It also ensures accountability and transparency of the 
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institution. Many parents say this has relieved them of a lot of stress. All that 

the parents have to do is download the app and log in using the ID provided 

by the school.

“I like the fact that I can check on my child whenever I want. It makes me less 

anxious. I can see if he is happy there and what he is being taught,” said Ms. 

Hegde, adding that the facility is especially useful when her son is unwell.

Tanvi Droila, founder of a preschool and daycare chain, said, “It is a big 

decision for parents to trust a third party to care for their children and the app 

is a proof of the assurances made to them by the organisation.” She also 

said that over time, once parents are convinced of their children’s safety and 

comfort in the centres, their login time decreases.

Kiran Bhayalan, who runs the Koramangala branch of a national chain of 

preschools, said the viewership is high during mealtime and playtime, but 

gradually decreases as parents gain more trust in the organisation.

The chain also offers a ‘No Pay Day’ option, wherein the fee for the day is 

refunded if parents are unhappy with how their child has been looked after 

that day.

Chandrayaan-2 will carry 14 payloads from India
Chandrayaan-2, the lunar lander mission planned to be launched during July 

9-16, will have 14 Indian payloads or study devices, a mission update of the 

Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) has said.

The 3,800-kg spacecraft includes an orbiter which will circle the moon at 100 

km; a five-legged lander called Vikram that will descend on the moon on or 

around September 6; and a robotic rover, Pragyan, that will probe the lunar 

terrain around it.

ISRO said all three modules will carry payloads but did not specify them or 

their objective. The orbiter alone will have eight payloads or instruments. The 
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lander will carry four while the rover will be equipped with two instruments. 

“All the modules are getting ready for the Chandrayaan-2 launch,” a recent 

update had said, mentioning only 13 payloads.

ISRO has chosen a landing area at the hitherto unexplored lunar south pole, 

making it the first agency to touch down at the south pole if it succeeds in 

its first landing attempt. Chandrayaan-2 will be India’s second outing to the 

moon. ISRO will send the mission on its heavy lift booster, the MkIII, from 

Sriharikota.

In October 2008, the space organisation had launched its orbiter mission 

Chandrayaan-1 on its PSLV booster. The spacecraft had 11 payloads. One 

of the U.S. payloads shares credit with Chandrayaan-1 for confirming the 

presence of water ice on the moon. Before that, the Moon Impacter Probe 

carrying the Indian tricolour image was made to hard-land on the lunar south 

pole.

Fani’s fury creates four new mouths in Odisha’s Chilika Lake
The extremely severe cyclone Fani has created four new mouths in Chilika 

Lake, Asia’s largest brackish water lake, connecting to the Bay of Bengal, 

officials said.

Chilika Development Authority (CDA) officials have started studying the 

impact of saline ingression into the lake.

“Chilika lagoon had only two active mouths — the point where it meets the 

sea before Fani hit the Odisha coast on May 3. Four new mouths have 

opened due to wave energy with high tidal prism,” said Susanta Nanda, Chief 

Executive, CDA.

Salinity surge

While three new mouths have come up between the two functional mouths 

near Sanpatna and Arakhakuda, a smaller mouth has been noticed on the 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

northern side.

“In the meantime, a lot of sea water is entering Chilika Lake. We are now 

monitoring its salinity level at different stations. If sea water ingression goes 

up, fish migration will increase and the biodiversity will get richer. But its long 

term impact is something we will have to keep a watch on,” said Mr. Nanda.

When asked if the rise in salinity would alter Chilika’s ecosystem, he said: 

“Three of the four sectors are more or less marine ecosystems. The rise in 

salinity will lead to increase in productivity. Chilika Lake is a mixture of saline 

and fresh water. We will keep observing and consulting with experts.” The 

three new mouths may ultimately merge with the two functional mouths, Mr. 

Nanda added.

Kolkata researchers use novel compound to kill cancer cells
Researchers at Kolkata’s the Indian Institute of Chemical Biology (CSIR-

IICB) and the Indian Association for the Cultivation of Science (IACS) have 

designed and synthesised about 25 quinoline derivatives that show potent 

anticancer activity. The compounds were tested in vitro against human 

Topoisomerase 1 (topo1) activity and their efficacy to kill cancer cells was 

carried out using breast, ovarian, cervical and colon cancer cell lines. The 

results of topo1 inhibition activity, cellular mechanisms and the cancer cell line 

studies carried out at IACS and the compounds designed and synthesised by 

IICB researcherswere publishedin the Journal of Medicinal Chemistry.

“Preliminary data based on cell line studies suggest that the compounds from 

IICB might be effective against breast and colon cancer,” says Srijita Paul 

Chowdhuri from the School of Biological Sciences at IACS and one of the first 

authors of the paper.

“The success of the project is due to the years immaculate design by going 

back-and-forth with our hypothesis through computational analysis followed 
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by synthesis and X-ray crystallography even before the biological validation 

began,” says Biswajit Kundu from the Medicinal Chemistry Laboratory at 

IICB and one the first authors of the paper.

Essential enzyme

Topoisomerase 1 is a fundamental enzyme that is essential for replication. 

DNA is in a supercoiled state and has to be unwound before replication 

can take place. For the DNA to uncoil, the topo1 enzyme has to first bind 

to the DNA and form a complex. Once the complex is formed, the topo1 

enzyme cleaves one strand of the DNA thus allowing the DNA to uncoil. 

Once uncoiling is completed, the topo1 enzyme rejoins the cleaved DNA 

strand for replication to take place.

Existing drugs and the quinoline derivatives synthesised by the IICB team 

have the ability to trap the complex thereby not freeing the topo1 to rejoin 

the cleaved DNA strand. As the number of trapped complexes in the DNA 

increases, the amount of free topo1 enzyme available to repair the cleaved 

DNA strand reduces. Also, other enzymes involved in replication and 

transcription (where DNA is converted into RNA) come and collide with the 

trapped topo1 and this causes more DNA breaks. As a result, replication 

gets affected leading to DNA break and cancer cell death.

The mode of action of the existing drugs and the synthesised compounds 

is the same. The difference lies in the time the complexes remain trapped 

when the drugs or the synthesised compounds are used and therefore the 

ability to kill cancer cells.

Compared with normal cells, topo1 enzyme is produced in far excess amount 

in cancer cells and so more complexes are formed. As a result, though topo1 

enzyme is found even in normal cells, there is greater likelihood of the drugs 

specifically targeting the cancer cells.

“The existing drugs bind to the complex and trap it only transiently. This is 

because the drugs can be easily removed by body fluids. So within about 
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20 minutes, all the DNA breaks are repaired,” says Dr. BenuBrata Das from 

the School of Biological Sciences and DBT-Wellcome India Alliance fellow 

at IACS and one of the corresponding authors of the paper. “So the existing 

drugs have less ability to kill cancer cells.”

Stable complex

“The existing drugs are not metabolically stable and so become inactive very 

fast. So using the existing drugs, the complexes can be trapped only for a brief 

period,” says Dr. Arindam Talukdar from IICB and the other corresponding 

author. “But our compound can trap the complex for as long as five hours. 

All the 25 quinoline derivatives we synthesised show similar efficacy towards 

human topo1 inhibition.” The ability of the synthesised derivatives to trap the 

complex for a much longer time might translate into better efficacy in killing 

cancer cells.

“The speciality of our compound is that they do not react with or bind to 

topo1 or the DNA when they are in isolation. They bind only when topo1 and 

the DNA form a complex. Thus, our designed compounds can be seen as 

targeted therapies,” says Dr. Talukdar.

IICB jointly with IACS has already filed a patent in India for all the 25 quinoline 

derivatives.

Fast neutrino oscillations may hold key to supernovae 
formation
Neutrinos could be the driving force behind supernova explosions, a new 

theoretical study from Tata Institute of Fundamental Research finds. The 

study which makes a fundamental advance in modelling neutrinos inside 

stars puts forth the idea that “fast neutrino oscillations” could hold the key to 

why some stars explode forming supernovae at the end of their lives.

Neutrinos come in three flavours: electron neutrino, muon neutrino and tau 
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neutrino, so named because of the corresponding leptons they are associated 

with (electron, muon and tau). There are several puzzles they have posed, 

including how they are ordered according to mass and this puzzle still remains 

to be solved.

Earlier when measuring the number of neutrinos coming from the sun, 

experimentalists found that only a third of the number of solar neutrinos that 

was expected was being intercepted on earth. This was later explained by 

the understanding that they have a small mass and they can change from 

one flavour to another – a phenomenon named neutrino oscillations.

Fast neutrino oscillations are another phenomenon – When the same 

neutrinos are in the presence of many other neutrinos and when the different 

flavours are emitted slightly differently in various directions (anisotropy) the 

oscillations from one flavour to another happen at a higher frequency. This 

is called fast oscillation and is proportional to the density of neutrinos in the 

medium, and not the masses of the neutrinos.

“Any star that collapses under its own gravity after having run out of its fusion 

fuel is called a supernova. Usually stars more massive than eight times the 

Sun’s mass enter this phase of explosive death,” explains Basudeb Dasgupta 

of Tata Institute of Fundamental Research, Mumbai, one of the authors of the 

paper published in Physical Review Letters, in an email to The Hindu .

He further explains that this has not been observed as it requires a large 

neutrino density and anisotropy, conditions that can be met only in the hearts 

of massive stars, neutron star collisions etc.

“Our key advance is to treat neutrino collisions and oscillations self-consistently 

in a single calculation,” says Dr Dasgupta. In earlier work, it was assumed 

that high density and anisotropy conditions were put in by hand, while the 

neutrinos were assumed to travel in straight lines without colliding. In the 

present work the authors include collisions that lead to the high anisotropy 

conditions. They show how in the presence of collisions the fast oscillations 
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take place. “This was technically very challenging and the first calculation of 

its kind. Our computer-based calculation took several days on a cluster of 

high-performance computers,” he adds.

NBRI: Arsenic bioremediation using two soil bacteria
Using two indigenous strains of bacterium isolated from arsenic-contaminated 

field, researchers from CSIR-National Botanical Research Institute (CSIR-

NBRI), Lucknow and the University of Lucknow have shown that arsenic can 

be effectively removed from contaminated soil with the help of microbes.

What adds value to these strains ( Bacillus flexusand Acinetobacter junii ) is 

the fact that they can promote plant growth too.

Different forms of arsenic

Several studies have pointed out that using arsenic-contaminated water for 

agricultural purposes can lead to increased concentration of arsenic in fruits 

and grains, proving toxic to humans.

The researchers studied the two bacteria under different concentrations of 

arsenate and arsenite, the toxic forms of heavy metal. Arsenic treatment did 

not stunt or delay the growth of both the bacterial strains.

B. flexus exhibited resistance to high levels (150 mmol per litre) of arsenate 

and A. junii to about 70 mmol per litre of arsenite. This is higher than previously 

reported arsenic tolerant bacteria and so were regarded as hyper-tolerant 

strains.

Further gene detection studies pointed out that both the bacteria have a 

special ars C gene, which aids in arsenic detoxification.

Plant growth promoters

The bacterial strains were further scrutinised to understand if they can help in 

plant growth too. In studies carried out in the lab, both the bacteria were able 

to solubilise phosphorus. Phosphate solubilising bacteria have been reported 
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to increase phytoavailability of phosphate, thus facilitating plant growth.

These two bacterial strains were also found to produce siderophores and 

ACC deaminase enzyme. Siderophore increase the bioavailability of iron and 

other metal ions in polluted soil environment and ACC deaminase is a well-

known plant growth promoting enzyme.

These bacteria can live symbiotically in the roots of plants in arsenic- 

contaminated soils and help them uptake the required nutrients without 

causing toxicity.

The paper published in the Journal of Applied Microbiology notes that these 

indigenous strains demonstrated the “potential to accumulate arsenic within 

the cells and transform it into less phytotoxic forms, making the strains more 

proficient candidate for bioremediation”.

More studies in the field are needed to validate the results.

CCMB scientists’ sequence Asiatic lion genome
For the first time, the entire genome of Asiatic lion, an endangered species, has 

been sequenced by scientists from CSIR-Centre for Cellular and Molecular 

Biology, Hyderabad.

De novo sequencing and annotation have resulted in a draft assembly of the 

entire genome of a male Asiatic lion. “This firsthand information would help 

us to better understand the evolution of Asiatic lions and also make possible 

comparative analysis with other big cats,” says Dr. Ajay Gaur, the lead author 

of the study, which was recently published online in BioRxiv, the pre-print 

website.

Comparitive study

With the complete genome of royal Bengal tiger, African Cheetah and Jaguar 

available, comparative studies of all these big cats would be possible. He 

said only partial genomic information of the African lion was available now. 
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Comparative genomics between African and Asiatic lions could be undertaken 

once the complete genome of the African lion is sequenced.

The population of the endangered Asiatic lion is very low — only 523 animals 

are present in the Gir forests. The genome sequencing would enable scientists 

to develop specific markers to study population genetics (the differences at 

the gene level within a population) and get newer insights into its population 

status and subsequent management.

Comparative analysis with other felids and mammalian genomes unravelled 

the evolutionary history of the Asiatic lion and its position among other felids. 

The study noted that the evaluation of genetic diversity placed the Asiatic 

lion in the lowest bracket of genomic diversity index highlighting the gravity 

of its conservation status.

The genome is estimated to be 2.3 Gb (Gigabase) long and is found to have 

20,543 protein-coding genes.

Multi-pronged approach

Dr. Gaur says that they found several candidate genes which are up-regulated 

in Asiatic lion and a few of them were specific to males.

As regards the crucial aspect of conservation of Asiatic lions, he says there 

is a need to adopt a multi-pronged approach and the study will enable better 

disease and population management of the endangered big cat by identifying 

characteristics which are specific to Asiatic lions.

CCMB Director, Dr. Rakesh Mishra says candidate genes which are specific 

to Asiatic lion can be identified by comparing with other big cats. The final 

objective is to understand the species at DNA level and study if there are any 

specific problems with regard to adaptability to environment or behaviour 

vis-à-vis other big cats.

A global deal for postponing pralaya
The Earth and the atmosphere surrounding it receive radiation from the 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

Sun, and get “heated”. Some of the gases in the atmosphere, notably carbon 

dioxide (CO2) absorb this heat radiating from the earth’s surface and bounce 

it back. This is what keeps the earth- land and seas- at a temperature range 

“comfortable” for us humans and the other organisms inhabiting the earth 

today. We thus live in a large “green house”.

What happens when the level of these greenhouse gases increases? The 

temperature will rise. And this rise has been due to increases in the levels of 

CO2 and other gases, produced upon burning carbon-rich fuels (coal, wood, 

petroleum products). Over the last 100 years alone, the global temperature 

has risen by close to 2 degree. And if we do not reduce or stop these fuels 

and use alternate sources of energy (solar, wind and others), the global 

temperature will rise further.

Two-degree rise has been dangerous

We already see it in the form of the melting of ice caps and glaciers, causing a 

rise in sea level. This can submerge small island countries such as Maldives 

and Mauritius. It has also led to a change in the global climate, causing errant 

monsoons, cyclones, tsunamis, El Nino and so on, affecting life on earth and 

in the oceans (fish, algae, coral reefs).

Temperature rise and climate change affect not just some countries but the 

entire globe, on which all species live- humans, animals, plants, fish, microbes. 

And if it is left uncontrolled, disaster looms for all life across the globe. 

Climate change, plus relentless industrial farming and fishing are leading to 

the extinction of 1 million species from Mother Earth within decades.

Paris Agreement 2015

It is for acting against this catastrophe that the UNO brought countries 

across the world get together and in 2015 came up with what is called the 

Paris Agreement 2015 wherein they decided to make all efforts contain the 

temperature rise to no more than 1.5 degrees. While 195 countries across 

the globe signed the Paris Agreement and promised to take steps towards it, 
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some oil producing/ importing) countries such as Turkey, Syria, Iran and USA 

have not. President Trump says climate change is “fake”!

We need to do two urgent things. One is to reduce, indeed replace carbon-

based fuels, with other forms of energy generation that do not generate 

greenhouse gases; hence solar power, wind power and others. The second 

is to enhance all-natural methods which absorb CO2. Forests and plants do 

this best. Photosynthesis is done by all varieties of plants- algae in water, 

mangroves on the coast, crops and forests on land. They absorb atmospheric 

CO2 and produce oxygen for us to breathe. Tropical forests do this best; 

hence, deforestation in the Amazon, tropical Africa and in India must end. 

These regions also house over 200 million species of plants, animals and 

fungi. They are thus termed as Key Biodiversity Areas (KBAs); likewise 

are Marine Protection Areas (MPAs). They restore and protect biodiversity, 

increase yields and enhance ecosystem protection and defense. They alone 

help us preserve over 17% of land realm and 10% of marine areas by 2020, 

and preserve millions of species from extinction. But we need to do more 

beyond next year.

Global Deal for Nature

It is with all this in mind that a diverse group of scientists and ecologists 

from across the world have come up with a companion pact to the Paris 

Agreement, called: “A Global Deal for Nature: Guiding Principles, Milestones 

and Targets”. This policy document is published on 19 April 2019 in the 

journal Science Advances , which should be read by every concerned citizen 

and government. Global Deal for Nature (or GDN) has five fundamental goals: 

(1) representation of all native ecosystem types and stages across their 

natural range of variation; (2) maintain viable populations of all native species 

in natural pattern of abundance and distribution – or “saving species”; (3) 

maintain ecological functions and ecosystem services; (4) maximize carbon 

sequestration by natural ecosystems and (5) address environmental change to 
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maintain evolutionary processes and adapt to the impact of climate change.

These five goals of GDN have three Priority themes. Theme 1 is on protecting 

biodiversity. Towards this, they have listed a total of 846 ecoregions across 

the world and given milestones on how to protect as much as 30% of them 

by the year 2030. Theme 2 is on mitigating climate changes by conserving 

carbon storehouses or climate stabilization areas (CSAs) and Other Effective 

area- based Conservation Measures (OECMs). Theses involve saving about 

18% of existing areas across the world (e.g., tundra, rainforest) as CSAs and 

about 37% of the areas as OECMs (indigenous peoples’ lands, such as in 

the Amazon Basin, Congo Basin, Northeast Asia, Continental India). Theme 

3 is on reducing threats to ecosystems, and concerns reducing major threats 

(such as overfishing, wild life trade, laying new roads cutting across forest 

lands, and building major dams).

Yes, we can afford it!

And in order to do all this, the gross cost is estimated to be $ 100 billion per 

year. Considering that these are over 200 nations across the world (plus the 

private sector, which too should also be involved), this is a sum well worth 

achievable if we are to leave the world livable for our children, and all the 

flora and fauna that have enriched our earth since the last 550 million years. 

And if one wishes count the pennies gained for this investment, Barbiers 

et al. point out that biodiversity conservation can actually offer $ 50 billion 

annual profit for the sea food industry and save the insurance industry $52 

billion annually through reducing flood damage losses!

Assam produces an orchid link to the Orient
An Assam forest officer’s chance discovery has given India one of its smallest 

orchids in terms of size and duration of bloom to be recorded botanically.

Lecanorchistaiwaniana , which the Japanese Journal of Botany has published 
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as a “new record for the flora in India” in its latest issue, is a mycoheterotroph, 

one of two types of parasitic plants that have abandoned photosynthesis.

Studied, classified

“We took time to classify this orchid as it appeared close to the nigricans species 

while bearing 90% similarity with the taiwaniana species named after Taiwan. 

The vote went in favour of the latter as the slight morphological differences 

were found to be due to local conditions,” JatindraSarma, a Conservator of 

Forests, told The Hindu .

Co-author

Mr. Sarma, also the Member Secretary of the State Medicinal Plants Board, 

co-authored the study on the new orchid with Hussain A. Barbhuiya of the 

Bhabha Atomic Research Centre, Santanu Dey of Nagaland University’s 

Botany Department, and Kenji Suetsugu of Kobe University in Japan.

Lecanorchistaiwaniana adds to the orchid wealth of northeast India, which 

has 800 of some 1,300 species in the country.

About 300 species are found in the Western Ghats and 200 in the northwestern 

Himalayas.

The orchid, discovered earlier in Japan, Taiwan, and Laos, was found to have 

a maximum height of 40 cm and a blossoming period of five-six days.

“We are yet to ascertain the herbal value of this orchid that flowers and fruits 

from July to September. But as it derives its energy and nutrients from fungus, 

it may be of herbal importance,” Mr. Sarma said.

Botanical discoveries

The forest officer has a few other botanical discoveries to his credit. These 

include the rare, ginger-like Amomum pratisthana named after his daughter, 

and the Smilax saileniinamed after Prof. Sailen Borah, one of Assam’s best 

known botanists.

Mr. Sarma has also published the two-volume Medicinal Plants and 

Mushrooms of Indiawith special reference to Assam.
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It contains information on 1,400 medicinal plants and mushrooms, 

including Costuspictus or the insulin plant used in treating diabetes mellitus, 

and Ophiorrhizamungosused in treating cancer because of the alkaloid 

Camptothecin present in it.

Also known as Indian snake root, O. mungos has been the subject of 

medicinal research.

AI project eyes early stage diabetic retinopathy
In a first for Mumbai, early stage diabetic retinopathy has been detected 

using artificial intelligence (AI) at civic-run dispensaries. The unique project 

is being implemented by the Aditya Jyot Foundation for Twinkling Little Eyes 

(AJFTLE) and, in a span of eight months, nearly 1,300 diabetes patients 

have been screened on a retinal imaging device attached to a smartphone.

Commenced in August 2018, the Foundation has screened patients in 18 

civic-run dispensaries across the city. Till March this year, 92 patients were 

diagnosed with early stage diabetic retinopathy and referred to municipal 

hospitals or the Aditya Jyot Eye Hospital for further treatment.

“Diabetic retinopathy is tricky because there are no early signs. That’s 

why screening is the only way to detect the complication early and prevent 

diabetic blindness,” said eye surgeon Dr. S Natarajan, also managing trustee 

of AJFTLE.

Common cause

Diabetic retinopathy is the commonest diabetic eye disease; it damages 

blood vessels in light-sensitive tissue at the back of the retina.

While some patients may have symptoms like blurred vision or impaired 

colour vision, it’s a common cause of blindness in the diabetic population. A 

robust screening programme is thus the need of the hour.

As a part of the AI project, technicians from the Aditya Jyot Foundation visit 
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civic dispensaries along with Remedio Fundus on Phone, a portable device 

attached to a smartphone equipped with retinal imaging.

After the patient’s eye images are clicked, the AI on the device screens them 

for signs of diabetic retinopathy, and prompts technicians on whether they 

should be referred to a hospital or not. If the image is unclear, the device also 

prompts a retake of the picture.

Besides diabetic retinopathy, 97 patients, who had been referred, were 

diagnosed with cataract, and 69 had other eye diseases, including retinitis 

pigmentosa, age-related macular degeneration and glaucoma, of which they 

were unaware.

Not the last word

“The AI diagnosis cannot be termed as the last word. Thus, the diagnosis 

is verified by an ophthalmologist when the patient is referred further. But 

this is an excellent tool to indicate the risk of retinopathy in patients. Also, 

the added advantage is that the device does not depend on [an Internet] 

network and is completely offline,” said Dr. Radhika Krishnan, AJFTLE’ chief 

executive officer, adding the initiative was in the process of expanding to 60 

civic dispensaries in Mumbai.

A growing challenge

The World Health Organisation (WHO) states that diabetes is a growing 

challenge in India, with an estimated 8.7% diabetic population in the age 

group of 20 to 70 years. “There are an estimated 73 million diabetics in the 

country. Of these, nearly 25% are at the risk of diabetic retinopathy,” said Dr. 

Natarajan.

DNA database coming up for Indian rhino
The Environment Ministry has embarked on a project to create DNA profiles 

of all rhinos in the country.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

By 2021, the Indian rhino could be the first wild animal species in India to 

have all its members DNA-sequenced. The project’s proponents, including 

the World Wildlife Fund for Nature-India (WWF-India) and the Centre-funded 

Wildlife Institute of India (WII), said the exercise would be useful in curbing 

poaching and gathering evidence in wildlife crimes involving rhinos.

There are about 2,600 rhinos in India, with over 90% of the population 

concentrated in Assam’s Kaziranga National Park. Around 60 samples of 

tissue have been collected so far from some rhinos living outside Kaziranga.

Quick, cheap diagnostic test for Haemophilia A
The Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR)’s National Institute of 

Immunohaematology, Mumbai, has developed a cost-effective Point-of-Care 

(POC) diagnostic test for severe Haemophilia A and Von Willebrand Disease 

(VWD), a genetic disorder caused by missing or defective Von Willebrand 

factor (VWF), a clotting protein.

“This is the first in the world POC test for specific diagnosis of any common 

bleeding disorder. Working cost of these kits is less than Rs. 50 in comparison 

to existing conventional test for the diseases that costs around Rs. 4,000 to 

Rs. 1,0000,” an ICMR release said.

The diagnosis can be done within 30 minutes of blood sample collection.

Patients with severe Haemophilia A or VWD can have life threatening 

spontaneous or post-traumatic bleeding like brain haemorrhage and 

gastrointestinal bleeding or they may have bleeding into joints or superficial 

bleeding from the nose or gums.

Trump warns Iran against ‘mistake’
President Donald Trump said Iran would be making “a very bad mistake” if it 

did anything against the U.S. His comments came before a bilateral meeting 
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with Prime Minister Victor Orban of Hungary in Washington.

“We’ll see what happens with Iran. If they do anything, it would be a very bad 

mistake.” Mr. Trump said. “If they do anything. I’m hearing little stories about 

Iran. If they do anything, they will suffer greatly. We’ll see what happens with 

Iran.”

The remarks were made in response to a question on whether the U.S. was 

seeking regime change in Iran.

 , the UAE had said four commercial vessels were sabotaged outside the 

Strait of Hormuz, near Fujairah emirate. Two of them were identified as 

Saudi vessels by Riyadh and one as Norwegian, by a company from Norway. 

Tensions have escalated in the region, sparking fears of military conflict. The 

relationship between the U.S. and Iran have seen a precipitous decline since 

the U.S. withdrew from the Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action last May and 

imposed sanctions on Iran last November.

Bukkapatna declared as chinkara sanctuary
Nearly 148.45 sq. km of forests in Bukkapatna in Tumakuru district has been 

declared as a Chinkara Wildlife Sanctuary, making it only the second protected 

area for the conservation of the rare antelope in the State.

Centre issues drought advisory to 6 States
With water storage in dams dropping to a “critical” level, the Centre has issued 

a “drought advisory” to Maharashtra, Gujarat, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, 

Telangana and Tamil Nadu, asking them to use water judiciously. The drought 

advisory is issued to States when the water level in reservoirs is 20% less 

than the average of live water storage figures of the past 10 years.
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IIT Bombay fabricates wearable supercapacitor
Researchers at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Bombay have fabricated 

a wearable supercapacitor that can store and deliver large amount of electrical 

energy, exceeding other similar devices. The wearable energy storage device 

can be stitched on to any fabric and can deliver power ranging from microwatt 

to milliwatt. The energy stored in the device can power GPS location-based 

transmitters or a 1.8-volt LED.

“The idea is when the supercapacitor is integrated with a piezoelectric energy 

generator then it will become completely self-sustaining. And when stitched 

to the fabric, the supercapacitor can be used for powering GPS location-

based devices or a LED lamp or even charge small electronic devices,” says 

Prof. Chandramouli Subramaniam. He is from the institute’s Department of 

Chemistry and the lead author of a paper published in the journal ACS Applied 

Materials & Interfaces.

Novel electrode

The electrode of the supercapacitor was fabricated by uniformly coating 

cotton yarn with carbon nanotubes (CNTs). The coating is done by dipping 

the yarn into carbon nanotube ink, where the CNTs are dispersed in water 

using a surfactant (detergent).

The coating converts the electrical insulating yarn into a metallic conductor 

thereby behaving like an electrode. “The yarns coated with carbon nanotubes 

exhibited a finite electrical conductivity,” says Prof. Subramaniam.

As the supercapacitor is targeting wearable and portable electronics, liquid 

electrolytes are out of the reckoning. So, the researchers prepared a solid 

electrolyte film just 150 micrometre thick by mixing poly vinyl alcohol and 

potassium hydroxide in appropriate proportions.

“We stitched the solid electrolyte with CNT-coated yarn both vertically and 

horizontally. Capacitors were formed wherever the CNT wires criss-crossed 

each other and sandwiched the electrolyte,” Prof. Subramaniam says. “By 
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increasing the number of stitches, and therefore, the number of capacitors, 

the amount of energy stored can be increased.” A 1x1 sqcm electrolyte will 

have at least a few hundred capacitors.

The researchers laminated the electrolyte film containing CNT wire electrodes 

to protect it. The laminated capacitors retained flexibility and sturdiness 

without compromising on performance and power.

The ions in a solid matrix are typically trapped and hinder energy storage 

capabilities. To overcome this, the polymer matrix was controllably hydrated 

with water vapour to enhance the mobility of the ions. Similarly, to increase 

the interaction between the CNT wire and electrolyte, the wires were treated 

with acid. Acid treatment improved the interface between the CNT wire and 

the electrolyte. “The combination of mobile ions in the electrolyte and better 

interface between the wire and the electrolyte increases the capacity to store 

electrical energy,” he says.

Application

“Energy stored in just nine capacitors can power a LED of 1.8 volts,” says 

Mihir Kumar Jha from the Department of Chemistry at IIT Bombay and the 

first author of the paper. “Depending on the application, we can increase the 

number of capacitors made in a small area and integrate to increase the total 

amount of energy stored in the system.”

High performance

The laminated supercapacitor demonstrated unchanged performance 

even when subjected to extreme and harsh mechanical testing — striking 

repeatedly with a hammer, complete flexing, bending and rolling, and 

washing in a laundry machine in the presence of hot water, detergents and 

high spinning action. “This is possibly the first demonstration of a wearable 

device that can withstand rigorous washing conditions,” says Jha. Moreover, 

being lightweight, it does not hinder user movement in any way.
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Hornbills among top seed dispersers, most threatened
Hiding under trees for hours, counting fruits and visitor birds and by studying 

their feeding behaviours, researchers from Nature Conservation Foundation, 

Mysore, have mapped the different frugivore (fruit eater) birds and their 

interactions that are important for the forest ecosystem.

The study carried out in Pakke Tiger Reserve in Arunachal Pradesh noted that 

hornbills, one among the large-sized frugivores, are the top seed dispersers. 

Sadly, they are also the most threatened. This is because they are hunted for 

meat, and the tribal communities use their feathers for head dresses.

The study looked at 43 tree species, 48 frugivore bird species that were seen 

visiting them.

A single bird species could visit different tree species, and a single tree 

species would be visited by different bird species. So a complex network of 

over 400 interactions was created and studied.

The trees were classified into small-, medium- and large-seeded. The large-

seeded trees mainly depended on hornbills and imperial pigeons for their 

dispersal. The medium-size seeded trees were visited by bulbuls, barbets 

along with hornbills and imperial pigeons. Though the frequency of visits was 

similar for all four bird species, the number of fruits removed from trees was 

high for hornbills.

“Among the different bird species, hornbills were found to be the most effective 

seed dispersers. They were found to swallow and disperse most of the fruits 

they handled. They also removed maximum number of fruits — and therefore 

seeds — in every visit to a fruiting tree,” explains Dr. Rohit Naniwadekar, first 

and corresponding author of the study published in the Journal of Animal 

Ecology.

“They swallow the fruit as a whole causing no damage to the seed. They 

are known to disperse seeds far away from the parent plant and our 

previous studies have shown that they can disperse up to 13 km.” adds Dr. 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

      MAY 2019
 VOL.57

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

Naniwadekar.

Different roles

“We visited a tree during the fruiting season, hid under it and noted the number 

of birds and different species that visited. We also noted the time they spent 

on the tree, number of fruits they ate and dropped,” explains Saniya Chaplod, 

research affiliate at the foundation and one of the authors of the paper.

“Though bulbuls visited small and medium-sized seed trees in large numbers, 

they did not handle the seed well. They often peck on the pulp and/or drop the 

seed under the parent plant. But even for large, medium and small-seeded 

plants, hornbills swallowed as a whole and thus were the best fruit-handlers 

among the frugivores,” Chaplod says.

Previous studies by the team also noted that when the number of hornbills 

decreased in an area, the regeneration of large-seeded plants that were 

primarily dispersed from them was also affected.

“Seeds that fall under the parent tree face heavy competition, predation by 

rodents and insects and fungal infections. So their chances of survival are 

very low. Plants depend on frugivore birds to disperse the seeds at favourable 

sites, which have low competition and predation pressures, to expand their 

geographic range. And so the decline of frugivores could severely affect the 

ecosystem.” adds Dr. Naniwadekar.

Tweaked pharmacy referral model increases TB case-finding
By slightly changing the way private pharmacies help people with symptomatic 

TB to get diagnosed early and start treatment, McGill University researchers 

have been able to achieve 62 times higher referral and 25 times increase in 

TB diagnosis. Of the 1,674 persons with TB symptoms who were referred by 

pharmacies, 255 were diagnosed with TB.

The pilot study, which was riding piggyback on an existing TB intervention 
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public-private programme (Universal Access to TB Care or UATBC) in Patna, 

involved 105 pharmacies and was carried out between December 2015 and 

June 2017. The UATBC programme was operated through World Health 

Partners.

One of the shortcomings of the UATBC programme, which was meant to 

improve referral, testing and treatment for TB, was that pharmacies were 

required to refer patients to a doctor or a direct observation of treatment 

(DOT) centre. Testing for TB was only after completing doctor consultation. 

This meant that patients had to pay doctor consultation fee before being 

tested for TB, which led to fewer people consulting a doctor.

“Besides consultation fee that people had to pay, there was no incentive for 

pharmacies to send symptomatic TB patients to doctors. Patients too wanted 

immediate resolution and there was fear and stigma of TB among people. All 

these led to fewer people consulting a doctor and getting diagnosed,” says 

Dr. Amrita Daftary from McGill University and first author of a paper published 

in the journal BMJ Global Health.

The model

To increase pharmacy referrals, the researchers tweaked the model. Instead 

of directly referring patients to doctors, 105 pharmacies were asked to first 

refer symptomatic TB patients for an X-ray followed by doctor consultation. 

Children, pregnant mothers, and those with recent history of TB were still 

asked to consult a doctor directly. All the 105 pharmacy providers were trained 

by the researchers.

About 700 pharmacies that were not included in the pilot programme served 

as the control group.

Stark differences

The researchers found stark differences between the intervention and 

control groups. In the intervention group, 86% of 1,529 patients referred by 

a pharmacy underwent a chest X-ray and 96% of 809 patients referred to a 
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doctor completed the consultation.

In contrast, in the control group, only 54% referred to a doctor without 

undergoing a chest X-ray completed consultation.

It was also found that in the intervention group, 66% with abnormal X-ray 

consulted a doctor compared with just 39% when the X-ray was normal.

“Of the 1,674 persons identified with symptoms and referred by pharmacies, 

255 were diagnosed with TB. TB diagnosis in the intervention group was 25 

times higher than the control group,” says Dr. Daftary. Also, in the intervention 

group, 24% were microbiologically confirmed for TB while in the control group 

it was only 11%. “So it’s a win-win situation for all — pharmacies, patients and 

doctors,” she says.

“Microbiological testing for TB bacteria is a confirmatory test. Patients who 

went through the pharmacy referral pathway were much more likely to have 

TB microbiologically confirmed,” she says. “The reasonable guess we can 

make for the higher microbiologically confirmed cases is that sputum is the 

only test left for doctors to ask for especially when the X-ray is suggestive of 

TB.”

Pharmacies received Rs.100 as incentive if a referred person completes 

chest X-ray and another Rs.200 if the referred person is diagnosed with 

TB. “In our study, the approximate cost incurred to detect one TB case is 

just $100 which would be considered cost-effective per TB case detected in 

India,” says Daftary.

In India, pharmacies are the first point of medical contact for about 40% 

of people with TB symptoms and 25% of patients already diagnosed with 

TB continue to seek advice from pharmacies. Hence targeting pharmacies 

becomes particularly important to identify new cases and cut the delay in 

seeking medical attention.
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Early life stress can modify DNA expression, a study finds
A Bengaluru-based group of researchers has discovered a link between 

stress during early life and problematic, externalisingbehaviour in the 

DNA of children of alcoholic parents. In particular, they have studied 50 

children of parents with alcoholism who had experienced stress in early 

life, which includes violent behaviour by alcoholic father towards mother 

and family, abuse and even sometimes their having to leave the home. 

They also studied 50 healthy children in a control group who had no such 

history. The results of the study were published in the journal Progress in 

Neuropsychopharmacology & Biological Psychiatry.

Biology and adversity

Early adversity is known to have several biological effects. One of this is 

DNA methylation — a process by which chemical changes occur to the DNA 

molecule. It also affects the functioning of what is called the hypothalamus-

pituitary axis. This is a complex set of interactions between the hypothalamus 

and the pituitary gland in the brain and the adrenal glands (above the 

kidneys). “The hypothalamus-pituitary axis is a major neuroendocrine 

system that controls reactions to stress, regulates digestion, the immune 

system, mood and emotions, sexuality and energy storage and expenditure,” 

explains Meera Purushottam from the Molecular Genetics Lab, Department 

of Psychiatry, National Institute of Mental Health and Neurosciences 

(NIMHANS), Bengaluru, and an author of the paper.

The present study provides further evidence of the association of early 

adversity in children of alcoholics with blunted cortisol activity, increased 

site-specific DNA methylation in a particular gene (SLC6A4) and high 

externalisingbehaviour. “The gene codes for the serotonin transporter. 

Serotonin is a very important chemical produced in the body and required for 

communication between neurons among other things,” says Dr Purushottam. 

Activity of this protein is crucial for appetite, emotional well-being, cognition 
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and memory.

Stress and cortisol

In the course of the study, the children were subjected to a standard stress 

test, and their saliva was sampled every ten minutes and tested for levels of 

a chemical called cortisol. In normal individuals, it is expected that the level of 

cortisol spikes during stress. “We found that the children with chronic stress 

had a subdued rise in cortisol levels when exposed to acute stress,” says 

Vivek Benegal from the Centre for Addiction Medicine at NIMHANS and a 

co-author of the paper.

Collated data

The study is unique in that it carries out a detailed assessment of HPA axis 

function by cortisol estimation during stress and also estimates chemical 

effects due to early adversity at the DNA level. The combined approach helped 

the researchers estimate adversity, HPA axis function, DNA methylation 

and behaviour. “Having all the data in the same sample set helped us draw 

conclusions on how the four parameters might be interacting,” she says.

The study concludes that children of alcoholics might have a compromised 

HPA axis and epigenetic changes at the DNA level possibly resulting in 

increased externalisingbehaviour.

Microscope to diagnose, treat diseases
Scientists have developed a specialised microscope with the potential 

to diagnose diseases like skin cancer as well as perform precise surgery 

without making any incisions in the skin. According to the study published in 

the journal Science Advances, the microscope allows medical professionals 

to pinpoint the exact location of an abnormality, diagnose it and treat it 

instantly.

“Our technology allows us to scan tissue quickly, and when we see a 
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suspicious or abnormal cell structure, we can perform ultra-precise surgery 

and selectively treat the unwanted or diseased structure within the tissue — 

without cutting into the skin,” said Yimei Huang from the University of British 

Columbia in Canada.

It could be used to treat any structure of the body that can be reached by 

light and requires extremely precise treatment, including nerves or blood 

vessels in the skin, eye, brain or other vital structures. “For diagnosing and 

scanning diseases like skin cancer, this could be revolutionary,” said Harvey 

Lui, professor at the University of British Columbia.

The study shows that the device allows imaging of living tissue up to about 

one millimetre in depth using an ultrafast infrared laser beam. It can not only 

digitally scan living tissue, but also treat the tissue by intensifying the heat 

produced by the laser.

The researchers aim to make multiphoton microscope technology more 

versatile while increasing its precision.

CDSCO issues alert on pacemakers
A nationwide alert will be announced by the Central Drugs Standard Control 

Organisation (CDSCO) on some faulty pacemakers’ models sold by the 

world’s largest medical device manufacturer, Medtronic.

Confirming this, the Drug Controller General of India (DCGI) Dr. S. Eswara 

Reddy, said, “The alert was approved on May 17 and will be issued this 

Monday.”

Medtronic’s Astra, Serena and Solara CRT-Ps (Cardiac Resynchronisation 

Therapy Pacemakers) have been covered under the Indian medical device 

alert. The two-page alert, a copy of which The Hindu has accessed, states that, 

according to the company, healthcare providers were unable to communicate 

with the device due to battery depletion, resulting in loss of pacemaker 
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function.

This World Turtle Day, spotlight on freshwater turtles
Throwing a spotlight on freshwater turtles ahead of World Turtle Day on May 

23, the India Biodiversity Portal has initiated a ‘Turtle Spotting Week’ as part 

of a unique exercise to document the creatures across India.

“There are at least 28 species of freshwater turtles which can be spotted 

across the country and we felt that not enough attention was being given 

to them. Research and conservation activities in particular are limited and 

we wanted to encourage more people to document their findings,” explained 

Anuja Mittal, a wildlife biologist and an independent turtle researcher.

Ms. Anuja and Sneha Dharwadkar, a herpetologist, are hosting the initiative 

as part of the Freshwater Turtles and Tortoises of India Group, which aims to 

promote research and conservation of the species.

As part of the ‘Turtle Spotting Week’, which began on May 17, people with 

any interest in freshwater turtles or tortoises are being encouraged to register 

on the India Biodiversity Portal.

They can subsequently upload their observations with photos and details 

about the date, time and place.

Species spotted

Among the turtles sighted in Tamil Nadu is the Cochin Forest Cane Turtle in 

the Anamalai Tiger Reserve, an extremely rare species which is endemic to 

India. The rare Leith’s Softshell Turtle was also observed at Melagiri.

Recordings have also been made of the Star Tortoise near Point Calimere, 

Kodikkarai. Apart from these, the other species found in the State include the 

Black Pond turtle and the Indian Flapshell turtle.

“We have had around 12 observations of turtles in Tamil Nadu recorded on 

the portal and there is scope for a lot more documentation in the coming 
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days,” Ms. Anuja added.

ISRO launches radar imaging satellite RISAT-2B
In a pre-dawn launch on May 22, RISAT-2B, the country’s newest microwave 

Earth observation satellite, rode to its orbit 557 km above the ground.

Data that will come from the all-weather day-and-night satellite are considered 

to be vital for the Armed Forces as also agriculture forecasters and disaster 

relief agencies.

In a post-launch address from the Sriharikota launch port, K. Sivan, Chairman 

of the Indian Space Research Organisation(ISRO), hailed the event as a 

textbook launch of a very important and complex satellite.

Dr. Sivan said ISRO has included two important secondary or “piggyback” 

trial “payloads that would revolutionise ISRO’s future missions.”

The mission carried a complex 3.6-metre unfurlable radial antenna.

It also tested a new low-cost light Vikram processor developed at the 

Semiconductor Complex Chandigarh. The processor will control future ISRO 

launch vehicles.

Dr. Sivan, who is Secretary, Department of Space, also announced that the 
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Chandrayaan-2 lander-rover mission would take place during the period July 

9-16.

Small satellite launch vehicle

The high-resolution Cartosat-3, the first small satellite launch vehicle and the 

second test of a future reusable launch vehicle would follow from Sriharikota 

in the coming months.

PSLV - C 46 / RISAT - 2 B launched successfully by ISRO from Sathish 

Dhawan Space Centre SHAR, Sriharikottah on May 22   | Photo Credit: K.V. 

Srinivasan

The 615-kg RISAT-2B took off at 5.30 a.m. on the PSLV-C46 launcher. About 

15 minutes later, it reached and started orbiting in the planned position in 

space, with an inclination of 37°.

The new satellite “will enhance India’s all-weather (space-based) capabilities 

in agriculture, forestry and disaster management,” according to ISRO.

Realised on a fast track in 15 months at the U R Rao Satellite Centre (URSC) 

in Bengaluru, RISAT-2B is built to work for at least five years.

Its X-band synthetic aperture radar can give added details such as size of 

objects on Earth, structures, movement and change. The information will 

complement data from the normal optical remote-sensing satellites. Such 

data are useful for agencies that need ground imageries during cloud, rain 

and in the dark.

This is the third Indian RISAT in ten years, coming up after the Israeli-built 

RISAT-2 in 2009 and later ISRO-built RISAT-1 in 2012. The older two have 

reached the end of their lives.

ISRO has planned a series of radar imagers in the coming months to enhance 

its space-based observation of Earth and the Indian region.

The current PSLV-C46 was designed in its core-alone version minus the strap-

on motors. The space port, located in coastal Andhra Pradesh, about 100 km 
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from Chennai, has handled a total of 72 missions before this, including the 

GSLV and the GSLV Mark III.

ISRO launches radar imaging observation satellite RISAT-2B
In a predawn launch, a PSLV rocket of the Indian Space Research Organisation 

(ISRO) placed RISAT-2B, an X-band microwave Earth observation satellite, 

into orbit 556 km above earth.

Data from the satellite would be vital for the Armed Forces, agriculture 

forecasters and disaster relief agencies.

The new satellite “will enhance India’s all-weather [space-based] capabilities 

in agriculture, forestry and disaster management,” ISRO said.

In a post-launch address from the Sriharikota spaceport, ISRO Chairman K. 

Sivan hailed the ‘textbook launch’ of a very important and complex satellite.

Dr. Sivan described RISAT-2B as “an advanced Earth Observation satellite 

with an advanced technology of 3.6-metre radial rib [unfurlable] antenna”.

After the satellite separated from the launcher, its solar arrays deployed 

automatically.

“ISRO Telemetry Tracking and Command Network at Bengaluru took control 

of the satellite. In the coming days, the satellite will be brought to its final 

operational configuration,” the space agency said.

Two important secondary or “piggyback trial payloads that would revolutionise 

its future missions” were also included in the launch.

They are the new Vikram processor from Semiconductor Laboratory 

(SCL), Chandigarh, that will control future launchers, and a low-cost 

microelecronic inertial navigation system from the ISRO Inertial Systems 

Unit, Thiruvananthapuram.

Chandrayaan-2 launch

Dr. Sivan, who is also Secretary, Department of Space, announced that the 
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Chandrayaan-2 lander-rover mission would be launched between July 9-

16.

The high resolution Cartosat-3, the first small satellite launch vehicle (SSLV) 

misison and the second test of a future reusable launch vehicle would follow 

from Sriharikota in the coming months.

The PSLV-C46 launcher carrying the 615-kg RISAT-2B blasted off at 5.30 

a.m. About 15 minutes later, the satellite reached its designated position and 

started orbiting in space, with an inclination of 37°.

Designed at ISRO’s U.R. Rao Satellite Centre (URSC) in Bengaluru and 

fast-tracked in just 15 months, the RISAT-2B is built to operate for at least 

five years.

Its X-band synthetic aperture radar can give added details such as the size 

of objects on earth, structures and movement.

Information from RISAT-2B will complement data from normal optical remote 

sensing satellites.

Such data are useful for agencies that need ground images during cloud, 

rain and in the dark.

This is the third Indian RISAT in 10 years, and follows the Israeli-built RISAT-2 

in 2009 and the ISRO-built RISAT-1 in 2012. The older RISATs have reached 

the end of their lives.

ISRO has planned a series of radar imagers in the coming months to enhance 

its space-based observation of Earth and the Indian region.

NHA to collaborate with cancer grid
In the first such move to bring in uniform standards of patient care to battle 

cancer, the National Health Authority (NHA) and National Cancer Grid 

(NCG) have signed an MoU under the Ayushman Bharat- Pradhan Mantri 

Jan Arogya Yojana (AB-PMJAY).
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“The main objective of this collaboration includes developing uniform 

standards of patient care for prevention, diagnosis and treatment of cancer; 

providing specialised training and education in oncology, and facilitating 

collaborative basic, translational and clinical research in cancer,” said a 

senior NHA official.

Multi-disciplinary care

Dr. Indu Bhushan, Chief Executive Officer (CEO), Ayushman Bharat PM-JAY 

and the National Health Authority, said: “The partnership with the National 

Cancer Grid will bring in experts to enhance the cancer care services provided 

under AB-PMJAY.”

He added that owing to the multi-disciplinary nature of care required for 

cancer management, both the NHA and NCG recognise the importance of 

collaborative efforts required to strengthen delivery of cancer services under 

AB-PMJAY.

Professor R. A. Badwe, Director, Tata Memorial Centre, added that its 

partnership with the NHA will allow implementation of top-notch standards 

across all levels of cancer treatment and care under the AB-PMJAY.

Joint review

The NHA and NCG will now jointly review existing cancer treatment packages, 

pricing of services, and standard treatment workflows covered under the AB-

PMJAY, and plug-in necessary gaps to ensure enhanced quality of cancer 

care.

Both organisations will work on creating cancer services/package benefits 

based on priority setting tenets such as evidence of efficacy, value (cost-

effectiveness), low harm, demand/burden, medical necessity, and wide 

availability.

The NCG will work closely with the NHA to rationalise payment rates for 

different benefit packages and treatment/diagnosis plans, and also explore 
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mechanisms to signal the right incentives to providers to ensure quality 

through pricing mechanisms.

“We have to reduce the cancer burden in the population, ensure uniform 

standards of patient care towards effective and efficient patient-centric care, 

improve access to cancer services, and ensure financial risk protection with 

minimum prevalence of catastrophic health spending and impoverishment,” 

added Dr. Bhushan.

‘Women still under-represented in science, tech’
Women remain considerably under-represented across STEM (science, 

technology, engineering and math) studies and careers, says UNESCO. 

That’s because most young women do not identify with STEM and assume 

these subjects won’t align with their desire to be creative and make an impact 

in the world.

Experts call it a detrimental trend as it would further widen the gender gap in 

the technology world. Also, by shying away from STEM studies or careers, 

women will only be miss contributing to the next generation of technologies 

and innovations.

According to the UNESCO, 29% of those in science research and development 

are women, with a low 19% in south and west Asia and a high 48% in central 

Asia.

Microsoft has an initiative to encourage women to pursue careers in STEM 

and the technology major has been working to get students and young 

women excited about STEM subjects.

Improving awareness

DaianaBeitler, philanthropies director for Microsoft Asia, said, “Our movement 

helps raise awareness of the issues that cause girls to drop out of or lose 

interest in STEM and aims to pique their excitement in how they can change 
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the world if they stay engaged.”

Teachers and technologists have a responsibility to break the misperception 

among women that STEM does not relate to the world at large.

“By designing computer science curricula around societal challenges and 

giving young women more exposure to female role models, the academia 

can make a huge difference in building a passion for STEM subjects among 

students,” Dr. Beitler added.

NGT clears Yettinahole Project
The National Green Tribunal (NGT) gave the go-ahead for the Yettinahole 

Project, with a rider . It directed the State Forest Department and the Union 

Ministry of Environment and Forests and Climate Change to monitor the 

project and said they were at liberty to commission a new study on the 

impact of the project on the Western Ghats or take appropriate action if they 

found any violation.

ICMR head wins Dr. Lee Jong-wook Prize for Public Health
“When I work with patients, I think about how to apply science to alleviate 

their suffering. This gives meaning to everything else I do,” said Director 

General of the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) Professor Balram 

Bhargava after jointly winning the 2019 Dr Lee Jong-wook Memorial Prize 

for Public Health at the 72nd World Health Assembly in Geneva earlier this 

week. He bagged the award for his achievements as a clinician, innovator, 

researcher and trainer.

On the situation in India, he said there were facilities where only the rich 

could step in. “I would never wish to work in a place like that. I did not 

study medicine to make money. I did it to help people. Indians do not need 
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to go abroad for treatment — we have the health solutions here,” he said. 

“Unfortunately, they are not accessible for everyone. This is a huge unfinished 

agenda that policy makers must address.”

Referring to the Central government’s Ayushman Bharat programme, he said, 

“The whole world is watching India. Many countries hope to see whether we 

will deliver and how because this programme has created a paradigm shift 

to achieve universal health coverage.”

Professor Bhargava said while the responsibility of providing quality, 

affordable healthcare lies with everyone, policy makers must take the lead.

“A doctor treats only one patient at a time. A researcher helps larger groups, 

as his knowledge and innovation can spread to many patients. A policy maker 

brings it all one step farther when taking decisions to ensure that the whole 

population of the country benefits,” he said.

On his goal and the way forward after winning the prestigious award, he 

said: “I was 14 years old when my father had a heart attack. That was when 

I decided to become a doctor. Ever since, my goal in life has been to treat 

people and the goal remains my driving force.”

Akash missile test-fired successfully
The DRDO   successfully test-fired the new version of the Akash surface-

to-air defence missile system with a new indigenously-developed seeker in 

Balasore off the Odisha coast.

This is the second successful test of the missile following another.

The medium range multi-target engagement capable missile was developed 

as part of the Integrated Guided-Missile Development Programme (IGMDP) 

other than Nag, Agni, Trishul, and Prithvi missiles.

Highly mobile

The supersonic missile has a range of around 25 km and up to the altitude 
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of 18,000 metres.

The missile uses high-energy solid propellant for the booster and ramjet-

rocket propulsion for the sustainer phase. The missile system is said to be 

highly mobile.

Several variants of the missile — Akash MK1, Akash-MK2 — with improved 

accuracy and higher ranges are under development by the DRDO.

History of the missile

The missile system was formally inducted into the IAF on July 10, 2015, and 

in the Army on May 5, 2015. In September that year, the Defence Acquisition 

Council cleared seven additional squadrons of the missile for the IAF.

However, it had been bogged in controversies with a Comptroller and Auditor 

General (CAG) report in 2017 stating that 30% of the missiles failed when 

tested.

The Army too had said in 2017 that the missile did not meet its operational 

requirements due to higher reaction time.

India among countries where women face most violence by 
partner
Global estimates published by the World Health Organization (WHO) indicate 

that about 1 in 3 (35%) women worldwide have experienced either physical 

and/or sexual intimate partner violence or non-partner sexual violence in 

their lifetime.

Worldwide as many as 38% of murders of women are committed by a male 

intimate partner. What makes this worse for countries like India is the fact 

that intimate partner violence is the highest at 37.7% in the WHO South-East 

Asia region.

As per figures released by WHO, the violence ranges from 23.2% in high-

income countries and 24.6% in the WHO Western Pacific region to 37% in 
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the WHO Eastern Mediterranean region.

“Violence against women — particularly intimate partner violence and sexual 

violence — is a major public health problem and a violation of women’s human 

rights. WHO together with UN Women and other partners has developed a 

framework for prevention of violence against women called Respect which 

can be used by governments to counter this menace,” noted WHO.

Multiple ramifications

Meanwhile, healthcare professionals cautioned that violence can negatively 

affect a woman’s physical, mental, sexual, and reproductive health, and may 

increase the risk of acquiring HIV in some settings.

Explaining how gender-based violence is perpetrated, the global health 

organisation said that men are more likely to perpetrate violence if they 

have low education, a history of child maltreatment, exposure to domestic 

violence against their mothers, harmful use of alcohol, unequal gender 

norms, including attitudes accepting of violence, and a sense of entitlement 

over women.

Women are more likely to experience intimate partner violence if they have 

low education, exposure to mothers being abused by a partner, abuse during 

childhood, and attitudes accepting violence, male privilege and women’s 

subordinate status.

Warning that intimate partner violence cause serious short-and long-term 

problems for women and adversely affect their children besides leading to 

high social and economic costs for women, their families and societies, WHO 

said: “There is now evidence that advocacy and empowerment counselling 

interventions, as well as home visitation are promising in preventing or 

reducing intimate partner violence against women.’’

Scientists give the thumbs-up for Anthropocene epoch
On May 21, a 34-member panel of the Anthropocene Working Group 
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(AWG) voted 29-4 in favour of designating a new geological epoch — the 

Anthropocene.

The vote signals the end of the Holocene Epoch, which began 11,700 years 

ago.

According to Nature , the panel plans to submit a formal proposal for the 

new epoch by 2021 to the International Commission on Stratigraphy, which 

oversees the official geologic time chart.

That nearly 90% voted in favour of a naming the new epoch to reflect 

how the Earth has been shaped by human activity, is not surprising, as an 

informal vote had already conducted three years ago in Cape Town at the 

2016 International Geological Congress.

The term ‘Anthropocene’ was coined in 2000 by Nobel Laureate Paul Crutzen 

and Eugene Stoermer to denote the present geological time interval in which 

human activity has profoundly altered many conditions and processes on 

Earth.

According to the AWG, the phenomena associated with the Anthropocene 

include an order-of-magnitude increase in erosion and sediment transport 

associated with urbanisation and agriculture, marked and abrupt 

anthropogenic perturbations of the cycles of elements such as carbon, 

environmental changes generated by these perturbations, including 

global warming, sea-level rise, and ocean acidification, rapid changes in 

the biosphere and finally proliferation and global dispersion of many new 

‘minerals’ and ‘rocks’ including concrete, fly ash and plastics, and the myriad 

‘technofossils’ produced from these and other materials.

A golden spike

The focus is now on identifying a definitive geologic marker or golden spike 

(technically called Global boundary Stratotype Section and Point) to signal 

the beginning of the Anthropocene Epoch. The golden spike must be present 
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globally and should be a part of deposits for geological record.

Many in the AWG believe that artificial radionuclides spread across the world 

by atomic bomb tests from the early 1950s would serve as the golden spike. 

The radionuclides are present almost everywhere — from marine sediments 

to ice layers and even stalagmites and stalactites.

Once a formal proposal is made by the AWG, it will be considered by several 

more groups of the International Commission on Stratigraphy.

The final ratification will be made by the executive committee of the International 

Union of Geological Sciences.

Exotic Kappaphycusalvarezii seaweed poses threat to coral 
reef
The invasive Kappaphycusalvarezii seaweed, which smothers and kills coral 

reefs, has spread its wings to coral reef areas in Valai island in the Gulf of 

Mannar (GoM) and set to invade new coral colonies in the marine national 

park.

After invading Shingle, Kurusadai and Mulli islands in Mandapam cluster of 

the GoM, the red algae invaded Valai island along Kilakarai coast following 

its cultivation in south Palk Bay. A 2005 Government Order had restricted 

cultivation of the exotic seaweed only to the seawaters north of the Palk Bay 

and South of Thoothukdi coast.

The Reef Research Team (RRT) of SuganthiDevadason Marine Research 

Institute (SDMRI), Thoothukudi, after an elaborate underwater survey, 

observed that the destructive algae had invaded the reef areas of Valai 

Island and sounded an alarm bell in its report submitted to the Ministry of 

Environment, Forest and Climate Change (MoEFC) on February 21, details 

of which were made available to The Hindu .

The institute undertook the four-year project, ‘Studies on the impact of the 
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exotic seaweed, Kappaphycusalvarezii on corals, and the associated 

resources, and management measures in the Gulf of Mannar Marine 

National Park’, funded by the MoEFC.

The research team counted 32 coral colonies of Acropora nobilis affected by 

Kappaphycus algae and the area of impact was 15-20 square metres, J.K. 

Patterson Edward, Director, SDMRI, said. The algae was firmly attached 

to the coral colonies and started forming mat over them, he said, adding it 

would eventually smother and kill corals.

“It is most likely that Kappaphycusalvarezii would spread to new live coral 

colonies and cause significant coral mortality in Valai Island,” he said. 

Detached mats of the algae were also seen along the shores of the island 

and nearby Thalaiyari island, he said.

“Yes, the destructive seaweed has invaded coral colonies in Valai island 

and posed a threat to other coral colonies,” said T.K. Ashok Kumar, Wildlife 

Warden, GoM Marine National Park, who inspected the island area along 

with SDMRI researchers recently.

The Forest department would take up the issue with agencies, which 

promoted cultivation of the seaweed. The department had been carrying 

out manual removal of the seaweed every year since 2014 to protect coral 

reefs, he said.

Macrofaunal and fish density decreased when Kappaphycus cover increased, 

the SDMRI report said.

What’s PICME
Pregnancy and Infant Cohort Monitoring and Evaluation (PICME) is a project 

implemented by the Directorate of Public Health and Preventive Medicine. 

It is mandatory for pregnant women to register themselves on PICME. K. 

Kolandaswamy, Director of Public Health, said this registration helped track 
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and monitor pregnant women.

“If a pregnant woman is due for checkup and does not turn up, the software 

automatically throws up the detail, and our health staff visit her. After delivery, 

it also monitors the vaccination status of the baby,” he said.

84 cities submit plans for improving air quality by 2024
Eighty-four out of the 102 cities that have been tasked with reducing toxic 

particulate matter levels by 20%-30% by 2024 have submitted proposals, C.K. 

Mishra, Secretary, Union Environment Ministry, said at a press conference.

“We haven’t set any annual targets for the cities but are looking at a periodic 

review,” Mr. Mishra said at a function to announce the government’s plans 

to celebrate World Environment Day on June 5. One hundred and two 

cities, considered India’s most polluted, have been tasked with reducing PM 

(particulate matter) 10 and PM 2.5 levels by 2024, as part of the National 

Clean Air Programme (NCAP). This was made public in January this year.

NCAP targets

The States in which the cities are located are expected to produce plans that 

include increasing the number of monitoring stations, providing technology 

support, conducting source apportionment studies, and strengthening 

enforcement. For achieving the NCAP targets, cities would be expected to 

calculate the reduction in pollution, keeping 2017’s average annual PM levels 

as the base year.

The NCAP requires cities to implement specific measures such as “ensuring 

roads are pothole-free to improve traffic flow and thereby reduce dust” (within 

60 days) or “ensuring strict action against unauthorised brick kilns” (within 30 

days). It doesn’t specify an exact date for when these obligations kick in.

On edge: a chilling experience navigating the world’s highest 
traffic jam
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The sheer incongruity of a serpentine queue of climbers waiting to reach the 

summit of Mt. Everest sparked a thousand memes even as the death of eight 

climbers waiting in line after the death zone (above 8000 metres) shocked 

the world.

However, a climber from Hyderabad, who was part of an expedition to the 

world’s highest peak in April this year, said that traffic jams were witnessed at 

many points along the route. Scores of climbers had to wait on the treacherous 

Khumbu ice fall for more than an hour. The ice fall is a slow-moving glacier 

with an ever-present danger of accidents.

Tough call

Nitin Somalraju, 28, was part of a 22-member team, including four from 

Telangana, that set off in the first week of April. However, the crowd of 

climbers enroute, the short weather window of two days to reach the summit, 

and gut feeling made him take the tough call of pulling out after completing 

his rotations up to Camp 3.

Back now at home in Hyderabad, MrSomalraju recalled the harrowing 

situation he experienced on his attempt. He also lost a team member and a 

friend to the mountain.

“The Khumbu ice fall is the most unstable region in South Col route as 

overhanging icicles can drop down any time. Speed is the key there,” he 

explained.

“However, we were stuck in traffic jam on Khumbu Ice fall for more than an 

hour. With a short weather window of two days to reach the summit, climbers 

were desperate to move ahead without being concerned about those behind 

them. All these conditions made climbing lethal,” Mr. Somalraju said.

Maninder Kohli, director and founder of Juniper Outdoor Pursuits Centre Pvt. 

Ltd, took a team to the Everest base camp, where he saw more than 1,000 

people. Terming it a unusually high number, he said it was a telling tale of 
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impending overcrowding.

Apart from the narrow weather window, there was another factor which made 

climbers restless. Because of Cyclone Fani between April end to May first 

week, climbing has to be suspended for around 10 days.

“The ten-days of non-climbing period, narrow window of two-days (May 22 

and 23) after Camp 4 to the summit, made everyone restless. I decided to 

back out from summit push as it does not make sense to wait for three or 

more hours in line, in cold temperatures wasting away oxygen. Once you are 

stationary in such high altitudes, toes and fingers might suffer from frost bite,” 

MrSomalraju said.

Pointing at high number of permissions given this year, Mr Maninder said 

that Everest expedition is one endurance activity which does not need a pre-

requisite. He said that if anyone wants to participate in any endurance sport 

such as marathons or the Ironman Triathlon, they need prior experience of 

clearing such smaller tasks.

“But no qualification is required to participate in an expedition to Mt. Everest. 

Anyone can sign up and go. This is leading to more participation and thus to 

traffic jams and deaths,” Mr. Kohli said.

The leader of the first Indian team which conquered Everest more than five 

decades ago in 1965, Captain (Retd) M.S. Kohli said that in stark contrast to 

the current situation, only one team per year was allowed to scale the summit 

then.
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Scientists find the oldest footprint in the Americas
Scientists in Chile say they have found a footprint dating from at 

least 15,600 years ago, making it the earliest such sign of man’s 

presence in the Americas.

The footprint was found at the Pilauco excavation in the city of 

Osorno (820 kilometers, or 500 miles, south of Santiago), where 

scientists have been digging since 2007.

Archaeologists from the Austral University of Chile said the 

footprint was first spotted in 2011 next to a house. It took years 

for paleontologist Karen Moreno and geologist Mario Pino to 

reliably confirm that the print was human.

“There are other human footprints in the Americas,” Pino told the 

Osorno newspaper El Austral, “but none has been dated as far 

back.”

He said scientists were able to do so by applying radiocarbon 

dating techniques to organic plant material where the print was 

found.

Pino said the footprint appears to be that of a barefoot man 

weighing about 70 kilograms (155 pounds) and of the species 

HominipesModernus, a relative of Homo Sapiens.

The area in Chile has proven rich in fossils, including evidence 

of an ancestor of today’s elephants and American horses, as 

well as of more recent human presence.

An earlier footprint found at a site south of Osorno was found to 
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be about 1,000 years more recent.

The newer findings were published in the latest edition of the peer-

reviewed scientific journal PLOS One.

Rabindranath Tagore Birth Anniversary: The Rats’ Feast, a 
short story for kids by Gurudev
Rabindranath Tagore Birth Anniversary 2019: “The old man saw 

that the pot that had been full of kodma sweets was now empty. 

And the pot that had held khoichur, sweets made of parched rice, 

had not a grain left in it.”

‘It is so unfair!’ said the boys. ‘We refuse to study a thing with our 

new teacher.’ The new teacher who was coming was called Kali 

Kumar Tarkalankar.

Some boys were returning to school from their homes by train 

after the holidays. One of the witty boys among them started to 

compose a silly rhyme playing on the name of the teacher. Kali 

Kumar became kalokumrorbalidan—‘the sacrifice of the black 

pumpkin’—which had all of the boys shrieking with laughter. At 

Adkhola station, an elderly gentleman boarded the train with 

his bedding rolled in a kantha blanket. There were a couple of 

terracotta pots that had been covered with cloth, a tin trunk, and 

a few bundles.

One boy, whom everyone called Bichkun, called out, ‘There is no 

room here, old man, go, find another compartment.’
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The old man said, ‘The train is crowded and there is no room 

anywhere. I will sit in a corner here, and I will not be a bother at 

all.’ He did not sit on the bench with them but found a place in the 

corner where he spread out his sheet and sat down. He asked the 

boys, ‘Baba, where are you going, what will you do?’

Bichkun said, ‘We are going to perform a shraddh, a funeral 

ritual.’

The old man asked, ‘Whose shraddh?’

And the answer was ‘Kalokumrotatkalankar—Of the black pumpkin 

and green chillies.’ All the boys joined in and sang:

Black pumpkin and green chilli,

We’ll show you, you silly-billy!

The train stopped at Asansol, and the old man got off to have a 

bath. When he came back after his bath, one of the boys said, 

‘Don’t stay in this compartment.’

‘But why not?’

‘There are a lot of rats here.’

‘Rats, why, what happened?’

‘Just look what a mess they have made of your pots.’

The old man saw that the pot that had been full of kodma sweets 

was now empty. And the pot that had held khoichur, sweets made 
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of parched rice, had not a grain left in it.

Bichkun said, ‘And your cloth bundles were tied in such a way that 

they picked them up and ran off with them.’

They had contained five or six ripe mangoes from his garden.

The gentleman smiled and said, ‘Ah, the rats were hungry, then.’

Bichkun said, ‘No, no, it is their nature to run off with stuff even if 

they are not hungry.’

The boys began to shriek with laughter, they said, ‘Sir, had there 

been more, they would have eaten that too!’

The gentleman said, ‘The mistake was mine. Had I known there 

were so many hungry rats, I would have brought more food.’

The boys felt deflated when they saw that the old man did not get 

angry at such behaviour. It would have been fun if he got angry.

When the train got to Burdwan it stopped. It would stop there for 

an hour to switch tracks.

The gentleman said, ‘Boys, I will not trouble you anymore. There 

must be room in another carriage.’

‘Oh no, that won’t do, you must stay in our compartment. If there 

is anything left in your bundles, all of us will keep watch over it. 

Nothing will get destroyed.’

The gentleman said, ‘OK, boys, get back into the train, I will be 

back.’
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The boys got back in the carriage and soon a sweet seller with 

a cart came to their compartment with the gentleman. Handing a 

paper bag into each boy’s hands, he said, ‘This time there will be 

no shortage of food at the feast for the rats.’

The boys bounced for joy. A mango seller came by with a basket 

of mangoes—there was no lack of mangoes at their feast either.

The boys asked the gentleman, ‘Where are you going and what 

will you do there?’

He said, ‘I am looking for work. Wherever I get a job I will take it.’

They asked, ‘What kind of work do you do?’

He answered, ‘I am a tulo pundit, a school teacher. I teach 

Sanskrit.’

They all clapped and said, ‘Then you must come to our school.’

‘Why would the administration want to employ me?’

‘They will have to keep you. We will not let kalokumrotatkalanka 

stay and teach us.’

‘This could be difficult for me! What if the secretary of your school 

does not like me?’

‘He will have to like you. Otherwise, we will all leave school.’

‘All right, baba, you must take me there then.’

The train arrived at their station. The secretary himself was there. 

When he saw the old man, he said, ‘Welcome, welcome, Mr. 

Tarkalankar. Your house is ready.’ And he bent down and greeted 
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the teacher by touching his feet.

Why Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar still remains relevant in 
Bengal
Iswar Chandra Vidyasagar, whose bust was vandalized   in Kolkata during 

a clash between Trinamool Congress and Bharatiya Janata Party cadres, is 

literally the first stop to literacy for Bengalis.

Vidyasagar’s BarnaParichay (an introduction to the Bengali alphabet) is still 

the first book a Bengali child is handed more than 160 years after it was 

written. The grammarist, polymath, scholar, educationist, reformer and doyen 

of the Bengal Renaissance has been a ready reference for millions of Bengalis 

to not only encourage their children to study but also to strive for excellence 

in the face of adversity.

Every child is told the story of how Vidyasagar, born into a poor family, studied 

by street light because there was no gas lamp at home.

Born in 1820 in Midnapur as Iswar Chandra Bandopadhyay, he received 

the title Vidyasagar (ocean of knowledge) for his outstanding academic 

performance when he graduated from Sanskrit College.

A Sanskrit scholar, Vidyasagar also completed a law degree conducted by 

the Hindu Law Committee, before joining Fort William College as the head 

of the Sanskrit department in 1841. Subsequently, in 1846, he joined the 

Sanskrit College (his alma mater) as principal, and went against convention 

to admit students from lower castes to study Sanskrit.

Vidyasagar’s contribution to elementary through tertiary education in the state 

is unparalleled. He also took on conservative power centres of the Hindu 

society to force through reforms that would allow widow remarriage, women’s 

education and the rights of lower caste Hindus to study Sanskrit. Considered 

a social reformer on a par with Raja Ram Mohan Roy, Vidyasagar also 
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challenged the widespread practice of child marriage.

“Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar’s contribution to literature is immense. His 

contribution to the alphabet, translation of several Sanskrit books, including 

Kalidas’s Shankuntala, has helped Bengali literature,” said Sanat Kumar 

Naskar, a professor at University of Calcutta.

Vidyasagar wrote two volumes on the mistreatment of widows, which set the 

tone for major social reform in the state. “He was an educationist, a reformer 

and a pundit of grammar. As a promoter of girls’ education, he established 

around 35 schools,” said Naskar. “He did not belive in god and opposed 

Hindu orthodoxy. Yet, he did a lot for people.”

A proponent of “do your work yourself”, Vidyasagar is considered a legend 

ahead of his times—someone who could challenge the staunch Hindu 

patriarchy to bring in modern reforms.

Vidyasagar spent the last 18 years of his life living among Santhal tribals in 

present day Jharkhand, where he started what is possibly India’s first school 

for Santhal girls.

Vidyasagar died in 1891 at the age of 70.


