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Introducing a new and convenient product, to help the aspirants for the various
public services examinations. The knowledge of the Current Affairs constitute
an indispensable tool for all the recruitment examinations today.However, an
aspirant often finds it difficult to read and memorize all the current affairs, from
an exam perspective.The Newspapers and magazines are full of information, that
may or may not be useful for the exams. Thus, acandidate is forced to spend a
substantial amount of his time in selecting and maintaining notes for the current
affairs. Another problem is that it is difficult to get every bit of information,
relevant from the exam perspective at oneplace. Thus, candidates are often found
wasting their time in search of current affairs material. It is with this problem in
mind that we have come up with the GIST of The Hindu and Press Information
Bureau(PIB). The whole concept of the CRUX is to provide you with a summary
of the important news and current affairs,from an exam point of view. By reading
the CRUX, you will be able to save your precious time and effort, as you get all
the relevant matter in a summarized and convenient form. The Crux is particularly
helpful for the Civil Services, Banking, SSC and other exams that have a current
affairs section.The material is being provided in such a manner that it is helpful
for both- objective and descriptive sections. Our aim is to help the candidates in
their effort to get through the examinations. Your efforts and dedication inspire us
to keep going. It is our sincere effort to make your journey easier.
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NGT stays linkage of Godavari, Krishna and Penna
The National Green Tribunal (NGT) has issued an order staying the Andhra
Pradesh Government’s scheme to link Godavari Krishna and Penna Rivers of
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the State. It ordered that Ministry of Environment should submit a report on it
within a month.
The Tribunal in an order released said that the State could not go ahead with the
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project without getting clearance from the Central Water Commission (CWC) and
the Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change.
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A Bench of the tribunal consisting of chairman Justice Adarsh Kumar Goel,
judicial members Justice S.P.Wangdi and K Ramakrishnan and expert member
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Nagin Nanda in an order “restrained” Andhra Pradesh from proceeding further
with the project till acquired environmental clearance, consent to establish and
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operate the project under provisions of the Environmental (Protection) Act, 1986,

a
r
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p

Water (Prevention and Control of Pollution) Act, 1974 and the Air (Prevention and
Control of Pollution) Act, 1981.

The tribunal ordered the Regional office of the Union Environment Ministry to

s
a

inspect the river linkage project along with the Central Pollution Control Board
and the State Pollution Control Board and submit a factual reportwithin a month.
The tribunal posted a hearing on the matter on August 13.

Admiral Karambir Singh takes over as Navy chief
Admiral Karambir Singh assumed office as the 24th Chief of the Naval Staff (CNS).

National

He took over from Admiral Sunil Lanba who stepped down upon retirement.
“My predecessors made sure that the Navy has a solid foundation and has
reached new heights. It’ll be my endeavour to continue with their efforts and
provide the nation with a Navy that’s strong, credible and ready to meet security
challenges in the maritime domain,” Admiral Singh told the media after reviewing
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a guard of honour outside South Block.
Admiral Singh was the Flag Officer Commanding-in-Chief (FOC-in-C) of the
Eastern Naval Command, headquartered in Visakhapatnam.
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“Admiral Singh is the most senior naval aviator. He is the first helicopter pilot of the
Navy to become the CNS,” a Navy officer said.
During his long and distinguished service spanning nearly 39 years, Admiral Singh
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served in a variety of Command, Staff and Instructional appointments, the Navy
said.
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However, Admiral Singh’s appointment was overshadowed by a petition filed by
another senior officer challenging it.
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Appointment questioned

Vice Admiral Bimal Verma, chief of the Andaman and Nicobar-based tri-Service

t
n

Command, has approached the Armed Forces Tribunal (AFT), questioning the
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appointment as he was the most senior naval officer after Admiral Lanba.
However, the Defence Ministry rejected his petition. Following this, the Tribunal
asked the government to submit all files related to the selection process. Early this
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a

week, the AFT set July 17 as the next date of hearing as the government sought
more time and allowed Admiral Singh to assume charge.
The Army and the Air Force too will see a change of guard at the helm later this
year.

‘Not the end of secularism’

National

Walter Andersen , Senior Adjunct Professor of South Asia Studies at Johns
Hopkins School of Advanced International Studies and author of books on the RSS
including “The Brotherhood in Saffron” and “RSS: A View To The Inside” spoke on
the election results of 2019 and its implications for the Sangh Parivar. Excerpts:
How do you look at the results in terms of a long-term trend in Indian
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politics?
I am not among the people who consider this mandate as a dramatic inflexion point
for the country, and while there will be Hindu-centric assertions in certain matters,
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it is not the end of secularism in India as some people fear. India is too complex
and diverse for such a dramatic change, and this complexity is also its strength. It
means that things will proceed at a relatively slow pace compared to say, China,
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were things move faster because there is an authoritarian regime. In India, things
move slowly but change is more permanent, less dramatic.
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How do you see the relationship between the RSS and Prime Minister
Narendra Modi after a result of such magnitude? Do you think there will be a

u
r
fo

decisive push for the construction of the Ram temple ?

The relationship between Prime Minister Modi and RSS chief Mohan Bhagwat

t
n

is fairly good, perhaps because they are closer in age and have some shared

a
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experiences, unlike Mr. Vajpayee and late RSS chief K. Sudarshan. Mr. Bhagwat
is by nature a diplomat. I know of specific instances where he managed a mediated
compromise on certain issues that had the potential of turning contentious. There

s
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were reports when Mr. Modi met Mr. Bhagwat after the polls that some “instructions”
were given to the former, but that’s not the case at all, as it’s not characteristic of
Mr. Modi nor Mr. Bhagwat. In the last government, and in future, there will be more
of coordination meetings initiated by Prime Minister Modi.
The RSS has had a suspicion of a “cult of personality” as they believe that
fundamental change comes from below and not from the top, that in and as itself is
a constraint on how much they get involved in power politics. They expect to have

National

inputs in the next five years but not the way others envisage.
Specifically with regard to Ram Janmabhoomi, it’s obvious that the Sangh Parivar
including BJP want a temple but it was not an overwhelming issue in the poll
campaign. Both Mr. Modi and Mr. Bhagwat asked for patience with the court
process and the new leadership at the Vishwa Hindu Parishad (VHP) after the exit
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of Praveen Togadia is also more cautious. The gait on this is a more elephantine,
lumbering one.
What other core issues of the Sangh Parivar do you see being pushed in this
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tenure?
That is going to be complicated; the RSS now has over 100 organisations of
diffused and specific interests that are attached to it. But going by the Vijay Dashami

m
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addresses by Mr. Bhagwat, populist economic orientation will be preferred, like the
BharatiyaKisan Sangh’s call for better value for crops etc. The big challenge before
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the government is job creation for which Foreign Direct Investment (FDI) may
be pushed, despite reservations by the Swadeshi Jagran Manch. The RSS has

u
r
fo

become neutral over the issue, though not enthusiastic over FDI. In that scenario
it will be interesting to see how this pans out.
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Navy steps up anti-piracy patrol

In an expansion of its Mission Based Deployments (MBD) in the Indian Ocean

s
a

Region (IOR), the Navy deployed its P-8I long-range maritime surveillance aircraft
for anti-piracy sorties from Salalah in Oman to patrol the Gulf of Aden.
“Long-range maritime reconnaissance Anti-Submarine Warfare aircraft P-8I
undertakes anti-piracy patrol sorties from Salalah in the Gulf of Aden and other
piracy prone areas in keeping with our MBD philosophy, to keep IOR safe and
secure for all,” Navy spokesperson Captain D.K. Sharma said in a tweet .
The P-8I provided long-range Maritime Domain Awareness (MDA), Captain Sharma

National

added.
Since 2008, India has been conducting anti-piracy patrols in the commercially
crucial Gulf of Aden.
“This was the second time the P-8I operated from Salalah for anti-piracy this year.
It was operated from there first January,” a defence source said ..
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Foreign ships also
Besides escorting Indian flagged vessels, ships of other countries have also been
provided protection, a defence source said. “No ship under Indian escort has thus
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far been hijacked by pirates,” the source added.
Till date the Indian Navy has escorted 3,440 ships, of which 3,027 were of foreign
flag and 413 Indian flag.
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Navy ships also made 414 interventions at sea.
The Navy has deployed 73 ships till date on anti-piracy patrols.
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Under the MBD concept, the Navy now maintains a ship at every choke point in the
IOR at any point of time.
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As part of expanding engagement maritime engagement, India has stepped up
cooperation with Indian Ocean littoral states and maritime neighbours. Under
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the ‘Neighbourhood First’ policy, the Navy undertakes Joint Exclusive Economic
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Zone (EEZ) surveillance with Maldives, Seychelles and Mauritius and Coordinated
Patrols (CORPAT) with Bangladesh, Myanmar, Thailand and Indonesia.
Search and rescue and capability-enhancement activities have also emerged as

s
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major areas.

Mandatory Hindi goes out of draft education policy
The clause recommending mandatory teaching of Hindi in all schools was dropped
from the draft National Education Policy, after the Union government faced an
intense backlash from Tamil Nadu and protests from some other States.

National

However, the revised draft — uploaded by the Human Resource Development
Ministry morning — retains the recommendation to introduce a three-language
formula from Class 1 onwards, merely having removed the clause stipulating the
specific languages that students must choose.
The revision was not effected by the Central government but by the committee
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drafting the policy, headed by former ISRO chief K. Kasturirangan.
Alternative option
Speaking to The Hindu , Dr. Kasturirangan said, “This was an alternative option
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already approved by us. We had kept options for many controversial cases. It is
something I learnt from my ISRO days, to always have a backup ready. If you look
at the overall policy, there is substantial space devoted to recognising the diversity

m
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and multilingual nature of the country, and giving autonomy to the States. This
[clause] was slightly out of step with the spirit in which the policy was written. So
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we thought the other formulation removes any misunderstanding and assuages
feelings in the affected States.”
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Since the original draft was released evening, all Opposition parties in Tamil Nadu
have severely criticised the recommendations.
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The ruling AIADMK, an ally of the NDA government in the Centre, also refused to
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dilute the State’s two-language formula.

Protests were also reported over the weekend in West Bengal, Maharashtra and
Karnataka.
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Rigid approach

The controversial sentence appeared in Section 4.5.9, titled ‘Flexibility in the choice
of languages’. It said: “...students who wish to change one of the three languages
they are studying may do so in Grade 6, so long as the study of three languages by
students in the Hindi-speaking States would continue to include Hindi and English
and one of the modern Indian languages from other parts of India, while the study of
languages by students in the non-Hindi-speaking States would include the regional

National

language, Hindi and English.”
It has now been replaced by the following: “students who wish to change one or
more of the three languages they are studying may do so in Grade 6 or Grade 7,
so long as they are able to still demonstrate proficiency in three languages (one
language at the literature level) in their modular Board Examinations some time
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during secondary school.”
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Focus is on Ayushman Bharat: Health Minister
The Health Ministry will focus on strengthening preventive strategies so that people
adopt a healthy lifestyle, said Union Health Minister Dr. Harsh Vardhan, who took
charge and cycled to his office.
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The Minister added that maintaining good health is as much the responsibility of an
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individual as it is the government’s duty.

“Everyone has to ensure that they undertake some form of physical activity each
day and follow a disciplined lifestyle, which is supplemented by the intake of

u
r
fo

balanced food,” he said.

Speaking about the Central government’s flagship insurance policy Ayushman
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Bharat, Dr. Harsh Vardhan said: “We will consider more easy accessibility, and
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expanding eligibility criteria, to include those poor and vulnerable people who have
been left out from the current PMJAY (Pradhan Mantri Jan Arogya Yojana) list.
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Also, efforts are being made for empanelling more private hospitals.”

‘UdChalo’ to give a new lease of life to wounded soldiers
In a bid to make wounded soldiers, who are now confined to wheelchairs, self-reliant,
an initiative ‘UdChalo’ is all set to take off at the Army’s Paraplegic Rehabilitation
Centre (PRC) in Punjab’s Mohali.
‘UdChalo’ is a travel portal, that caters for the personal travel of the military and

National

paramilitary forces personnel by aggregating defence fares and getting exclusive
discounts. The PRC has joined hands with UdChalo with an aim to empower the
disabled military veterans.
“Eight of our residents have started working with UdChalo after the requisite
training. They will work in shifts for two hours a day and will be paid Rs. 5,000 a
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month. The initiative will be formally inaugurated by Lt. Gen. P.M. Bali AVSM VSM,
the Chief of Staff of Western Command, on June 4,” said Col. (retd.) G.S. Chadda,
director of the institute.
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‘Purpose in life’
Col. Chadda points out that paraplegic and quadraplegic veterans have found
a purpose in life through ‘UdChalo’, when they interact with fellow soldiers and

m
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resolve their concerns.

“It is a life re-lived. The initiative is unique and has given a new lease of life of
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these soldiers who are now confined to wheelchairs,” he said. PRC provides
institutionalised care to soldiers, who are wounded in military or insurgency

u
r
fo

operations and can’t adequately provide for themselves the constant medical care
associated with quadriplegia and paraplegia. Currently, PRC has 31 ex-servicemen

t
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from across the country.
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Col. (retd) Chadda, said: “We give them vocational training so that after leaving
the institute they can earn their livelihood. We need to understand that they have
to bear the expense of their wheelchairs, which have a life of around seven years.
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They need a customised ergonomically designed house where they can access
their belongings, etc. For all this, one needs financial independence.”

Navy aircraft, satellites scout for missing An-32 in
Arunachal
Search and Rescue efforts of the Indian Air Force (IAF) to locate its An-32 transport

National

aircraft that went missing with 13 onboard over Arunachal Pradesh were stepped
up , with overnight efforts giving no leads.
“The Navy’s P-8I aircraft joined the search operations today. Cartosat and Risat
satellites of the ISRO are taking images of the area. Post sunset, search by
helicopters have ceased. However, search by all sensors with night capability and
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the ground party will continue throughout the night,” the IAF said in a statement.
afternoon, Air Officer Commanding-in-Chief of the Eastern Air Command Air
Marshal R.D. Mathur visited Air Force Station Jorhat and met the families of the
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missing personnel. They are being regularly updated on the progress of search for
the missing aircraft, the IAF said.
The An-32 got airborne from Jorhat in Assam at 12.27 p.m. for the Mechuka
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Advanced Landing Ground in Arunachal Pradesh but lost contact around 1.00
p.m.
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Navy spokesperson Capt DK Sharma said the P-8I took off from INS Rajali,
Arakonam in Tamil Nadu, at 1.00 p.m.
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It has a powerful Synthetic Aperture Radar, which will be utilised during the SAR
sweeps to locate the missing aircraft.

t
n

The IAF had pressed into service a C-130, one AN-32, two Mi-17 helicopters and
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one Advanced Light Helicopter (ALH). An Army ALH is also part of the search
team. In addition, ground teams of the Army and the ITBP are scouting the area.
Location transmitter
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The An-32s are equipped with an Emergency Locator Transmitter (ELT), which will
be active for a few days after a crash.
It gets activated when the impact of a crash is 20 times that of gravity or 20g,
and works based on line of sight, which means the search aircraft have to pass
overhead to be able to pick up its signal. No signal had been detected from the ELT
so far, IAF officials said.
During the search, aircraft are assigned different paths based on the coordinates

National

within the search area. Once a possible lead is identified, helicopter and ground
teams are sent in. The terrain is posing major challenges and the weather is
unpredictable, with rain hampening the search.

Policy moots all-India entrance tests for UG courses in public
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colleges
Admission to undergraduate courses in all government-funded universities and
colleges will soon be through all-India entrance tests, if the draft National Education
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Policy is approved. Private institutions will also be strongly encouraged to make
use of the common admission tests, which would be available from 2020. Both
aptitude and subject knowledge-based tests would be offered.
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The system seems to have some similarities to the SAT, a standardised aptitude
test widely used for admissions to colleges and universities in the United States.

c
.
m

The SAT, however, is used as a criterion alongside school grades.

In India, the common entrance test has largely been the domain of aspirants to

u
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professional or post-graduate courses, but that is already changing. The new
National Testing Agency (NTA) has already conducted premier professional
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entrance tests — JEE, NEET, and CMAT — this year. Later this month, the NTA
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will also conduct admission tests for applicants to more than 170 Delhi University
(DU) courses, including 12 undergraduate programmes.
“Admission to all undergraduate programmes of public HEIs [Higher Education

s
a

Institutions] will be through a process of assessment through the NTA,” says the
draft policy. This seems to indicate that the NTA assessment may replace Class
12 marks as the criteria for admission to these state funded institutions. “This will
help to eliminate the intensity, stressfulness, and wasted time of the Grade 12
examination season faced by students every year as well as by so many higher
educational institutions and employers,” it adds.
Offer flexibility

National

The NTA testing system would offer flexibility. “[From] 2020 onwards, [the NTA]
will administer aptitude tests and tests in specific subjects that can be taken on
multiple occasions during the year in order to reduce the intense and unnecessary
pressures of the university entrance examinations system,” adds the draft. “The
NTA tests will aim to assess essential concepts, knowledge, and higher order skills
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from the national common curriculum... for the purpose of aiding colleges and
universities in their admissions decisions.”
Private institutions could set their own criteria, but “most educational institutions
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and many employers will be encouraged to use these NTA tests.”
The draft projects the NTA establishing test centres across the country, offering
tests in multiple languages.
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Draft NEP proposes formal education from age of three

All Indian children could soon enter the formal education system at the age of
three, with the draft National Education Policy projecting an expansion of the Right

u
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To Education Act to cover the three years of preschool before Class 1.
The draft policy also wants early childhood education to be overseen and regulated
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by the Ministry of Human Resource Development (HRD) as part of the school
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system, rather than the private pre-schools and anganwadis that currently cater to
the 3-to-6 years age group.
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This could result in an upheaval in the anganwadi system which has been overseen
by the Ministry of Women and Child Development (WCD) for more than four
decades.

An inter-ministerial task force will work out a roadmap for the transition by the end
of 2019, says the draft policy.
The HRD Ministry is in the early stages of assessing the implications of such a
move.

National

Additional costs will come in the form of teacher recruitment and training,
infrastructure and learning materials, as well as nutritional aspects (including the
proposal to provide breakfast to young children), said Ministry officials. The Ministry
does not yet have accurate data on what percentage of children are neither in
pre-schools nor the anganwadi system. Given that the WCD Ministry has been in
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charge of this for over 40 years, it’s not clear if they would be willing to give it up,
said one official.
The draft Policy praises the contribution of anganwadis to improving health and
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nutrition, but notes that their record in education is not so strong.
“Anganwadis are currently quite deficient in supplies and infrastructure for education;
as a result, they tend to contain more children in the 2-4 year age range and fewer
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in the educationally critical 4-6 year age range; they also have few teachers trained
in or specially dedicated to early childhood education,” says the draft Policy.
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The draft Policy suggests a new integrated curricular framework for 3 to 8-year olds
with a flexible system based on play, activity and discovery, and beginning exposure
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to three languages from age 3 onwards. This framework would be implemented
by training and strengthening anganwadi capabilities and linking them to a local

t
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primary school, co-locating anganwadis and pre-schools with primary schools, or
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building stand-alone pre-schools also linked to a local primary school.

s
a

Sukhois to be tipped with BrahMos ahead of deadline
Weeks after the Balakot air strikes, the government decided to fast-track arming
over 40 Sukhoi fighter jets with the BrahMos supersonic cruise missile, a closely
guarded strategic project aimed at bolstering the combat capability of the Indian Air
Force, official sources said .
They said Hindustan Aeronautics Ltd. and BrahMos Aerospace Ltd. were told
to complete the work much before the December 2020 deadline. In 2016, the

National

government decided to fit the air-launched variant of BrahMos in over 40 Sukhoi
fighter jets. The work started by 2017-end, but it has been progressing slowly, the
sources said.
A review on ways to strengthen the Air Force against the backdrop of the Balakot
air strikes and Pakistani retaliation concluded that the early integration of BrahMos
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with the Sukhois should be a priority, they said.
It was felt that the planned induction of Rafale aircraft equipped with the Meteor
beyond-visual-range air-to-air missile, procurement of the S-400 air defence missile
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system and integration of BrahMos with the Sukhois will provide India a significant
advantage over the Pakistani Air Force.
One view in the IAF is that had it possessed high levels of “technological asymmetry”,

m
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Pakistan could have been dealt a heavy blow during its aerial raid on February 27
.
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The government is undertaking several measures to strengthen the Air Force’s
combat prowess, the sources said, adding that the HAL had been specifically told
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to put additional manpower and resources to fast-track the BrahMos project.

Once the weapon is integrated with the combat fleet, the IAF’s capability to strike

t
n

from large stand-off ranges on any target in sea or land is expected to go up
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manifold. The missile, coupled with the superlative performance of the Sukhoi
aircraft, will give the IAF a strategic reach and allow it to dominate the ocean and
land battlefields, says an IAF assessment.
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Narendra Modi seeks five-year road map for each Ministry
In their first meeting with Prime Minister Narendra Modi after his re-election,
Secretaries to the Government of India have been tasked with creating a five-year
road map for each Ministry with well-defined targets.
The meeting, which took place at the Prime Minister’s residence, was also attended

National

by Defence Minister Rajnath Singh, Home Minister Amit Shah, Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman and Dr. Jitendra Singh.
During the meeting, Cabinet Secretary P.K. Sinha tasked the sectoral groups of
secretaries with preparing a five-year plan document for each Ministry, with welldefined targets and milestones. In addition, there is also a need to propose “a
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significant impactful decision” in each Ministry, for which approvals will be taken
within 100 days, an official release said.
Mr. Modi pointed out that each department had a role to play in making India a

JUNE 2019

VOL.58

five-trillion dollar economy. While asking each Ministry to focus on ‘ease of living’,
the Prime Minister added that India’s progress in ‘Ease of Doing Business’ should
reflect in greater facilitation for small businesses and entrepreneurs, an official
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release said.
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New agency to develop space warfare weapon systems

To enhance the capabilities of the armed forces to fight wars in space, the
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government has approved the setting up of a new agency which will develop
sophisticated weapon systems and technologies.
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“The Cabinet Committee on Security headed by Prime Minister Narendra Modi
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has cleared the setting up of the Defence Space Research Agency (DSRO) which
has been entrusted with the task of creating space warfare weapon systems and
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technologies,” sources in the Defence Ministry told ANI.
The decision was taken at the topmost level some time ago and the agency has
started taking shape under a Joint Secretary-level scientist.
The agency would be provided with a team of scientists which would be working in
close coordination with the tri-services integrated Defence staff officers.
It would be providing the research and development support to the Defence Space
Agency (DSA) which comprises members of the three services. The DSA has been

National

created “to help the country fight wars in the space”.
In March, India had carried out the Anti Satellite Test (ASAT) which demonstrated
its capability to shoot down satellites and joined an elite club of four nations with
similar capability. The test also helped the country develop deterrence capability
against adversaries who may want to attack Indian satellites to cripple systems in
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times of war.
The Defence Space Agency is being set up in Bengaluru under an Air Vice Marshalrank officer and will gradually take over the space-related capabilities of the three
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forces.

Virendra Kumar is Pro-tem Speaker
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BJP MP from Madhya Pradesh Virendra Kumar will be the Pro-tem Speaker of the
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Lok Sabha, official sources said .

The first all-party meeting will be convened on June 16, before the first session of
the 17th Lok Sabha to be held from June 17 to July 26. Mr. Kumar, 65, is a seven-
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term Member of Parliament. He won the Lok Sabha election from Tikamgarh.
As Pro-tem Speaker, he will preside over the first sitting of the Lok Sabha, administer
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the oath of office to the newly elected MPs, and oversee the election of the Speaker.
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He was a Minister of State in the previous Narendra Modi government.
In the first week of the session, the Speaker and the Deputy Speaker will be

s
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elected.

Leader of Rajya Sabha

Union Minister ThawarchandGehlot was appointed the Leader of the Rajya Sabha,
a position occupied in the previous Narendra Modi-led government by senior BJP
leader Arun Jaitley.

National

Indian Medical Council Amendment Bill cleared
The Cabinet has approved the Indian Medical Council (Amendment Bill), 2019 and
the Homoeopathy Central Council (Amendment Bill), 2019 – both of which had
lapsed in the 16th Lok Sabha session. The Bills will be re-introduced in the next
Parliament session.
The Medical Council Bill is aimed at bringing in transparencyand quality in the
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governance of medical education.
Homoeopathy Central Council (Amendment Bill), 2019, meanwhile, seeks to extend
the period for reconstitution of the Central Council from existing period of one year
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to two years so that the tenure of the Board of Governors may be extended for a
further period of one year with effect from May 17, 2019. Cabinet also approved
the introduction of a Bill to amend the Dentists Act, 1948.
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Activists unite to push for women’s reservation Bill

Actors from Hindi, English and Tamil cinema have been beseeching Law Minister
Ravi Shankar Prasad on social media the past few days with their most memorable
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dialogues to push for 33% reservation for women in Parliament, though only in
memes.
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A people’s collective called Shakti has unleashed the combined might of Tamil
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Actor Rajnikanth along with famous Bollywood characters like Gabbar Singh (aka
Amjad Khan in ‘Sholay’), Mogambo (aka AmrishPuri in ‘Mr India’), through various
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memes on Twitter to appeal to Mr Prasad to fulfill the promise made by the BJP
in its manifesto, which said that the Party was committed to “33% reservation in
Parliament and State Assemblies through a constitutional amendment.”
Even real-life heroes like Rakesh Sharma, the first Indian in space, and eminent
personalities like architect Pradeep Sachdeva, India’s fisrt transgender HR person
MadhumitaGomathinayagam, gender rights expert Dr Pam Rajput, have written to
the Law Minister to introduce the Bill during the inaugural session of Parliament

National

which convenes next week. They are among 270 individuals and organisations
that have endorsed the letter.
“This election has seen more women voters than ever before, equalling the
percentages of the male voters, and awarding your party a clear majority. We
ask the newly elected government to represent this mandate by giving women a

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
greater voice. While there have been multiple false starts on this bill, you can make
history by seeing it through successfully,” reads the letter.
Both the letter and the memes are part of an ongoing campaign launched by
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Shakti last December where they urged MPs to support the Women’s Reservation
Bill, exhorted political parties to give more tickets to women as well as requested
the Election Commission to make this mandatory during the run up to elections.
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While the polls were underway, live interviews were conducted with some women
candidates to help them reach out to a wider audience.
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PM announces task force for reforms in agri-economy

u
r
fo

Prime Minister Narendra Modi announced the setting up of a high-level task
force for undertaking structural reforms in agriculture, including strengthening
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logistics, produce marketing, food processing as well as changes to the Essential
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Commodities Act.

Speaking at the fifth meeting of the NITI Aayog governing council, Mr. Modi pitched

s
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for foundational reforms in the agri-economy, leading to a complete transformation
of the agriculture sector in India. While a few chief ministers will be part of the
committee, more details are to be announced later.
Additionally, with parts of India experiencing drought situation, some States asked
for changes in the National Disaster Response Force and State Disaster Response
Fund (SDRF) guidelines. They will work with MHA and Agriculture ministry to make
changes.

National

Stating that India is targeting a $5 trillion economy by 2024, the Prime Minister
asked the States improve their respective economies by two to two-and-a-half
times. This would result in an increase in the common man’s purchasing power, he
added. The States, he said, can focus on their export potential.
Mr Modi said the goal to make India a $5 trillion dollar economy is challenging but
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can be achieved with concerted efforts of States.
The meeting was attended by the Chief Ministers of all States barring those from
West Bengal, Punjab and Himachal Pradesh.
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At the meeting there was broad consensus on reducing water wastage, promoting
efficient water conservation practices with rain-water harvesting to be undertaken at
the household and community level with proactive policy and investment support.
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Talking about the Aspirational Districts scheme, Mr. Modi said many of them are
affected by Naxal violence. However, he added, that the battle against Naxal
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violence is now in a decisive phase and will be dealt with firmly.

“The geographical area of influence of Leftwing Extremism (LWE) has shrunk and

u
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the number of perpetrators of violence has declined significantly,” Mr Modi said.
He assured that the Centre will continue to provide assistance to the States to
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completely eradicate this issue over next ten years,” an official statement said.
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‘Foreigners’ Tribunals must be judicial bodies’

s
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At a time when the Centre has sanctioned the creation of more Foreigners’ Tribunals
(FTs), a minority organisation in Assam has demanded that such tribunals be made
judicial set-ups for “fairer and non-controversial” judgments.
The FTs, unique to Assam, are quasi-judicial establishments that decide who is a
foreigner and who is not on the basis of cases prepared by Assam Police’s border
wing tasked with detecting illegal immigrants.
Each FT is headed by a member who can be a retired judicial officer, bureaucrat or

National

lawyer with minimum seven years of legal practice.
“The FTs should no longer be quasi-judicial in order to minimise bias, and increase
transparency and trustworthiness. They should be headed by full-fledged judges
and the government should form an appellate authority to challenge the judgments
of judicial FTs if a party is not satisfied,” said Rejaul Karim Sarkar, president of the
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All Assam Minority Students’ Union, .
Its adviser, Azizur Rahman, said the government should also come up with a
uniform procedure code across the country to handle cases at the FTs on the lines
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of the Civil Procedure Code and Criminal Procedure Code “so that people are not
deprived of justice”.
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PM calls meet on ‘one nation, one poll’
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi invited heads of all parties in Parliament to a meeting
to discuss “one nation, one election”.

Ahead of the first session of the 17th Lok Sabha, Mr. Modi addressed leaders
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of the Opposition at an all-party meeting where he asked them to introspect and
urged Parliament to “reflect upon a new way of thinking along with new faces who
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have entered the august House”.
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“We are for the people, we cannot win hearts by disrupting the functioning of
Parliament. All parties must keep political differences aside and commit themselves
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to tirelessly work in the direction of nation’s progress,” he was quoted as saying by
Parliamentary Affairs Minister Pralhad Joshi.
The June 19 meeting had also been called to discuss celebrations of 75 years of
Independence in 2022 and 150 years of Mahatma Gandhi’s birth anniversary this
year, Mr. Joshi said.
The Prime Minister will be hosting a dinner for all parliamentarians on June 20.
Will carry on fight: Cong.

National

Though the Opposition seems in disarray, Leader of the Opposition in the Rajya
Sabha Ghulam Nabi Azad said they would continue with their ideological fight.
“We have told the government that we will help pass all the bills that are in the
interest of the people and the country,” he said, without indicating its stand on the
triple talaq ordinance.
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Along with triple talaq, there are 10 ordinances that need to be converted into law
within six weeks of the Parliament session that gets under way and will continue
until July 26.
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Another ordinance is on extending President’s Rule in Jammu and Kashmir. “If
the government can conduct Lok Sabha polls peacefully, there is no reason why
Assembly elections can’t be held. It’s because the government; the result won’t

m
o

be in their favour and that’s why they want to rule through Central rule,” Mr. Azad
said.
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After the first three days of oath taking, President Ram Nath Kovind will address a
joint sitting of Parliament on June 20 and on July 5, the government will announce

u
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the Budget for 2019-2020.

The Opposition raised issues such as unemployment, farmers’ distress, drought,
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press freedom, women’s safety and price rise.
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Trinamool’s Sudip Bandopadhyay raised the issue of a threat to the federal
structure and constant interference in the working of a State government, while
his colleague Derek O’Brien demanded the immediate passage of the women’s
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reservation Bill. He said the ordinance route was being used extensively.
Communist Party of India leader D. Raja talked about how Mr. Modi saluted the
Constitution while starting his second term, and mentioned the need to protect the
“constitutional values of secularism and pluralism”.
Defence Minister Rajnath Singh and Mr. Joshi and his deputies represented the
government side.

National

Left parties oppose ‘one nation, one poll’
The Left parties have opposed the idea of ‘one nation, one election’ proposed by
Prime Minister Narendra Modi, calling it undemocratic and against the principle of
federalism.
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Mr. Modi has called a meeting of the presidents of all political parties to discuss the
idea on June 19. In his previous term too, he had floated the idea though this is the
first time he is holding a formal consultation with other parties.
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S. Ramachandran Pillai of the CPI(M) said the idea was not only impractical but
it also subverted the people’s mandate and democratic right. “If an elected State
government loses power due to change in political equations, then under ‘one

m
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election’ formula the same government will continue or President’s Rule will be
imposed. It is against the very value of federalism,” Mr. Pillai said. The one-election
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formula, Mr. Pillai said, was also a way to impose the rule of the party that is ruling
at the Centre.
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CPI leader D. Raja said that the suggestion was ominous. “This suggestion is
merely an extension of the syndrome the BJP wants to impose: one nation, one

t
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culture, one nation, one language,” he said.
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He said it was not only unrealistic but also unconstitutional.
“We will have to get rid of the present Constitution. And if the argument for one
election is to reduce the election expenditure, then why not push for state funding

s
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which also will provide a level playing field to all parties,” Mr. Raja added.

Supreme Court to hear plea on doctors’ safety
The Supreme Court agreed to hear a plea seeking to depute government-appointed
uniformed security personnel at all government hospitals across the country for
ensuring the safety and security of doctors.

National

A vacation Bench of Justices Deepak Gupta and Surya Kant posted the hearing of
the petition, filed by advocate Alakh Alok Srivastava in the wake of a nation-wide
protest by doctors against violence against them, for Tuesday.
Mr. Srivastava stated that the strike was called by West Bengal doctors in protest
against the assault on a junior doctor at NRS Hospital in Kolkata by relatives of a
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patient who died in the hospital. “Due to the protests, healthcare services in the
country have been badly disrupted and many people are dying because of absence
of doctors,” the plea said.He said that as per a study conducted by the IMA, more

JUNE 2019

VOL.58

than 75% of doctors across the country had faced some form of violence. “This
study concluded that 50% violent incidents took place in the intensive care units
of hospitals and in 70% of the cases, the relatives of the patients were involved,”

m
o

he said.

Mr. Srivastava sought a direction to the government to formulate guidelines to
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ensure the safety of doctors. He sought the “strictest legal and penal action against
the attackers of junior doctors at NRS Medical College”.
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Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh announces campaign to “save
public sector”
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The RSS-affiliated Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh (BMS) announced its plan to run
a nationwide campaign to “save public sector”, in response to the government
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listing 92 public sector undertakings (PSUs) for divestment based on NITI Aayog’s
recommendations. The BMS has planned a week-long awareness campaign from
September 1 to September 7 as well as meetings and protests.

Navy to build 6 submarines
The Navy issued an ‘Expression of Interest’ for shortlisting potential strategic
partners for the construction of six P-75 (I) submarines costing nearly Rs. 45,000

National

crore, the Defence Ministry said.
This is the second project being undertaken under the latest Strategic Partnership
(SP) Model, with the first being the procurement of 111 naval utility helicopters
(NUH). This will provide a major boost to the indigenous design and construction
capability of submarines in India, in addition to bringing in the latest submarine
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design and technologies as part of the project, the Navy said.
“As a major initiative towards ‘Make in India’, the government immediately on
taking over has issued the Expression of Interest(s) for shortlisting of potential
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Indian Strategic Partners (SPs) for “construction of six conventional submarines
for P-75(I) project of the Indian Navy on June 20,” it said.
The case was approved by the Defence Acquisition Council on January 31. The
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Expression of Interest (EoI) for shortlisting of Indian strategic partners has been
uploaded on the Defence Ministry and Navy websites.
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The EoI for shortlisting of Original Equipment Manufacturers (OEMs) will be issued
in two weeks, the Navy said.
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The SPs in collaboration with OEMs have been mandated to set up dedicated
manufacturing lines for these submarines in India with an aim to make India the
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global hub for submarine design and production.
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“All six submarines under this project will be built in India by the selected Indian
Strategic Partner in collaboration with the selected OEM. In addition, the Navy
will have the option to manufacture six more submarines under the project,” the

s
a

Defence Ministry said.
Big push

The project would not only aid in boosting the core submarine and the ship building
industry but also greatly enhance the manufacturing, industrial sectors, especially
the medium, small and micro enterprises, by development of an industrial ecosystem for manufacture of associated spares, systems, and equipment related to
submarines.

National

The potential Strategic Partners are expected to respond to the EoI within two
months.

Amid protests, triple ‘talaq’ Bill introduced
The Narendra Modi government introduced The Muslim Women (Protection of
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Rights on Marriage) Bill, 2019, also known as the triple talaq Bill, in the Lok Sabha,
amid protests by Opposition members who said it violated the Constitution.
The Bill, the BJP-led government’s first legislation in the second term, was
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introduced after the Opposition asked for a division of votes. The treasury won
with 186 “ayes” to the 74 Opposition “nays”.
543 cases reported
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Law Minister Ravi Shankar Prasad, who introduced the Bill, said the legislation
was meant to ensure gender justice and equality. The Bill was not about religion
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but a “question of dignity of women and we are committed to safeguarding [it]”.
There were 543 cases of triple talaq reported in the country.
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Even after the Supreme Court banned the practice, over 200 cases were reported
and this necessitated, in his view, a Bill that addressed the issue. “The job of

t
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Parliament is to legislate, and it is up to courts to interpret the law,” he said.
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Several Opposition members stood up to protest as soon as Mr. Prasad was asked
by Speaker Om Birla to table the Bill.

The Speaker asked Shashi Tharoor of the Congress, N.K. Premachandran of the
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Revolutionary Socialist Party and AsaduddinOwaisi of the the All India Majlis-eIttehadul Muslimeen (AIMIM) to present their views.
Mr. Tharoor said he was against triple talaq, already voided by the Supreme Court,
but opposed the Bill as it conflated civil and criminal laws. The Bill was a “textbook
example of class legislation” as it was pointed at one community — the Muslims
— even though abandoning wives was not unique to it.
Mr. Owaisi said the BJP’s “affection” for Muslim women and its advocacy of gender

National

justice were suspect, considering the party’s opposition to the entry of Hindu
women into the Sabarimala temple. The Bill violated constitutional rights as it
stipulated a three-year jail term for men, whereas a similar offence by non-Muslim
men attracted only a year in jail.
Mr. Premachandran made similar points against the Bill, which had faced objections
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man for divorcing his wife was legally untenable.
Copy of ordinance
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The new Bill is a copy of the ordinance in force. Bills that are introduced in the
Rajya Sabha and that are pending there do not lapse with the dissolution of the Lok
Sabha. But Bills passed by the Lok Sabha and pending in the Rajya Sabha lapse

m
o

with the dissolution of the Lower House.

The government had promulgated the ordinance on triple ‘talaq’ twice -- in
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September 2018 and in February 2019 -- as the contentious Bill remained pending
in the Rajya Sabha, though it was passed by the Lok Sabha.

u
r
fo

‘Operation Bandar’ code name of Balakot strike
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The air strike by the Indian Air Force (IAF) on a terrorist training camp in Balakot,
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Pakistan, was code-named ‘Operation Bandar’.

“It was code-named Operation Bandar but was known to very few,” a defence
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source said . There was no particular reason in the choice of the name, the official
stated and added, “It could have been anything.”
Secrecy maintained

To maintain secrecy, the Mirages took off directly from their home base in Gwalior
at the time of the mission crossing Himachal Pradesh and Kashmir to the target
and back.
“Everything was carried on as usual to maintain secrecy,” a defence official had

National

stated.
As a response to the Pulwama terror attack which claimed the lives of 40 security
personnel, 12 IAF Mirage-2000 fighter jets struck on Jaish-e-Mohammed training
camp in Balakot inside Pakistan in the early hours on February 26 with precision
guided munitions.
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Centre skirts queries on J&K delimitation and NRC
The Centre avoided providing a direct reply on whether it was planning to conduct
a delimitation exercise in Jammu and Kashmir to “remove regional imbalance in

JUNE 2019

VOL.58

the State.” It also skirted a question on whether it planned to extend the National
Register of Citizens (NRC) exercise across the entire country.
Earlier, All India Majlis-e-Ittehadul Muslimeen (AIMIM) MP AsaduddinOwaisi raised
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a question in the Lok Sabha as to whether J&K had not been included in the
delimitation exercise taken up in the country and whether the government was
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considering undertaking it with a view to remove the regional imbalance in the
State.
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Minister of State for Home G. Kishan Reddy said in a written response that J&K
was not included within the purview of the Delimitation Act, 2002, as Article 170
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of the Constitution of India that deals with delimitation of constituencies of State
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Assemblies had not been extended to the State.

“Delimitation of legislative Assembly constituencies in J&K is carried out under
Section 47 and 141 of the Constitution of J&K,” Mr. Reddy said.
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He said there were 37,33,111 voters in the Jammu division, 40,10,971 in the
Kashmir division and 1,79,147 in the Ladakh division.
He also said that the Election Commission of India had not fixed the dates for
holding the Assembly elections in the State.
Responding to another question, on whether there was any proposal to extend
NRC across the country and if so when, Minister of State for Home Nityanand
Rai merely said, “The exercise to update NRC 1951 is being conducted under the
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special provisions in respect of State of Assam.”
“The NRC is being updated at present in the State of Assam as per the provisions
of the Citizenship Act, 1955, and the provisions contained in the Schedule framed
under Rule 4A (4) of Citizenship Rules, 2003. NRC, Assam was prepared in 1951
as a non-statutory process by recording particulars of all persons enumerated
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during Census 1951,” Mr. Rai added. In its election manifesto the BJP had said it
would introduce NRC across the country.
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A courageous expose of extremism
“We are angry that the police have not taken action and broken the skull of people
like Anand Patwardhan,” says the leader of an extremist Hindutva organisation in a

m
o

press conference sequence from Patwardhan’s documentary Vivek (Reason). The
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camera turns and we see the documentary filmmaker himself raising his hand and
telling the man - “I am here. Please do whatever you want to do.”

In another sequence, he confronts an angry group of right wing student protesters
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on the street, asking them “Who killed Gandhi? Which organisation does he
belong to?” and a few other questions. They get uncomfortable, aggressive and
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even borderline violent, yet the camera or the camera person does not flinch. The
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questions keep coming, calmly.

That such courage comes from someone who is out to document the murders of

s
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rationalists, secularists and common people by religious fundamentalists, speaks
volumes of Patwardhan’s commitment to his art, which he has been practising
from the days of the emergency, when he made Prisoners of Conscience .
“I feel like Shahrukh Khan when I come to Kerala,” he told the packed crowd at the
Kairali theatre, which remained in the hall, for the four hour-long documentary. That
duration is justified, for the gripping narrative and for the way he has travelled across
the country, piecing together seemingly unconnected incidents of fundamentalist

National

violence over the past decade, and placing it in a historical context.
He goes extensively into the background of the work done by each of the rationalists,
which made them the target of the fundamentalists, like the work done by Dabholkar
in exposing magic tricks of Godmen and in countering superstition and Pansare’s
popular speeches and pamphlets countering the Hindutva propaganda on Sivaji,
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who he says was not an anti-Muslim ruler as projected.
The sequences on the terror attacks allegedly planned by Hindutva organisations
like Sanatan Sanstha and Abhinav Bharat makes for chilling viewing, for how it
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exposes the slow watering down of these cases, leading to some of them being in
positions of power later. The documentary, divided into eight chapters, also covers
recent atrocities on Dalits, attacks on minorities in the name of the cow and the
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student protests in the country’s universities and the witch-hunt aided by a section
of the electronic media.
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Providing hope

The filmmaker himself was at hand to provide hope to those who were left with
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dread after watching the take on contemporary India.

“Progressive movement has for long ignored culture, although there were people
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like Pansare who used media like folk songs to spread the message to the masses.
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When the RSS was banned following the assassination of Gandhi, they created
cultural wings, because they were not allowed to do politics. They have managed
to spread that culture slowly across the country. There are lessons to be learned
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from that,” he said.

He says he has spent more time in courts than making films. “But this time, my
fight was not alone. The film festival organisers too fought very hard and we won,”
said Patwardhan.

Centre releases action plan on higher education

National

The Centre has released a five-year vision and action plan to transform higher
education by doubling enrolment and employability, addressing inequalities of
access, and revamping governance and funding mechanisms.
As The Hindu reported last month, the Education Quality Upgradation and Inclusion
Programme (EQUIP) is likely to involve investment of Rs. 1.5 lakh crore over the
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next five years, much of which will have to be raised from the market.
It was drafted by 80 experts in 10 teams headed by eminent academicians, scientists
and industrialists over the last two months and was submitted to Human Resource
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Development Minister Ramesh PokhriyalNishank.
The plan has suggested more than 50 initiatives with timelines, implementation
methods and funding requirements, with quality and access as its major goals.
After further consultation within the Ministry, the plan will be submitted for Cabinet
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approval, an official statement said.
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Act against fugitive economic offenders: India
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India has pitched strongly to deal with fugitive economic offenders and Prime Minister
Narendra Modi has flagged the issue at all global forums, the country’s Sherpa to
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G-20, Suresh Prabhu, said .
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“We strongly put forward the need to deal with fugitive economic offenders. It has
been a strong agenda, we have been working on tax evasion, corruption, economic
offences and fugitive offenders running away [from the country]. We have also been
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very strongly championing this,” Mr. Prabhu told a press conference, giving details
of the deliberations.

“We strongly feel that we as a global community must act in unison to deal with
such issues of people committing economic offences and running away from their
national domicile country,” he told presspersons after the G-20 Sherpas’ meeting.
Asked why India did not join the Osaka declaration on digital economy, Mr. Prabhu
said the reasons had been communicated to Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe.

National

Digital economy
But he clarified that India strongly believed in digital economy and had taken a host
of measures, including a huge number of bank accounts, to give it a thrust.
“India has a very massive programme on digital transactions. We have opened bank
accounts of a large number of people. Many transactions are happening through the
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digital forms.”
Mr. Prabhu, Railway Minister in the first term of the NDA government, said the
Railways had almost 8.1 billion passengers a year, and many of them buy tickets
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through digital platforms.
“So, digital is something which we all believe in, we have a market which is growing
including the e-commerce market,” Mr. Prabhu said.
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NITI for policy framework for infra projects
A task force on project management, headed by NITI Aayog CEO Amitabh Kant, has
suggested the development of a National Project Management Policy Framework for
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the effective execution of public sector and public-private partnership infrastructure
projects.
It has also recommended the setting up of a nodal body for the certification of

m
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chartered project management professionals to create world-class infrastructure.
The report says, project management, with a view to deliver on time and within
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budget, is a learnable capability that can be institutionalised as demonstrated by the
experiences of the U.S., the U.K., the UAE and China.
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GDP growth slumps to 5.8%
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India’s GDP grew at 5.8% in the January-March 2019 quarter, dragging down the
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full year growth to a five-year low of 6.8%. The unemployment rate in the country
rose to a 45-year high of 6.1% in 2017-18, as per official data released on the first
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day of the second term of the Modi government.
Addressing a press conference, Economic Affairs Secretary Subhash Chandra
Garg said the slowdown, caused by temporary factors such as liquidity crunch, is
likely to continue in the April-June 2019 quarter, with the demand picking up from
the second quarter onwards.
‘Temporary factors’
“Slowdown in the fourth quarter GDP was due to temporary factors, like stress in the

Economy

NBFC sector affecting consumption finance. The first quarter of the current fiscal will
also see relatively slower growth. From the second quarter onwards, we expect the
growth and consumption to pick up,” Mr. Garg said.
Asked about India losing the fastest growing nation tag to China with a quarterly
growth of 5.8%, Mr. Garg, who is also the Finance Secretary, said, “Quarterly
numbers don’t matter…it is basically annual growth… At 6.8% annual growth, India
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is still the fastest growing nation… China is still lower.”
During the year, the slowdown in the economy was led by sluggish growth in the
agriculture, forestry and fishing sector (2.9% growth), the mining sector (1.3% growth)
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and in manufacturing (6.9%).
The sectors which saw growth rate of over 7% were public administration, defence
and other services, construction, financial, real estate and professional services, and
electricity, gas, water supply and other utility services.
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The unemployment data, which was released a day after Prime Narendra Modi took
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oath for the second term, confirms an earlier leaked version of this survey that claimed
that joblessness was at a 45-year high.

“It is a new design and a new matrix. It would be unfair to compare it with the past.
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This 45-year high is your interpretation. I don’t want to claim that it is 45-year low or
high,” Statistics Secretary Pravin Srivastava told the media.
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Accor Group plans to bring more brands into Indian market
Accor Group has drawn up plans to bring international brands to India and expand its

s
a

luxury, lifestyle and premium brands portfolio, says its chief operating officer — India
and South Asia Jean-Michel Casse .
How is the hospitality sector doing in India vis-a-vis your hotels?
India’s hospitality industry has witnessed tremendous growth. In the last year, the
industry has witnessed the highest occupancy and average room rate (ARR) in a
decade, thus, continuing to show promising progress.
This is true across segments, from luxury to premium and economy.

Economy

The opportunity is immense, and this has enabled us to further develop properties
and bring in more Accor brands to India.
The arrival of the Raffles brand in Udaipur and Jaipur is a testimony to the flourishing
market for luxury brands. Our brands and properties are also currently witnessing
similar growth.
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The mid-scale and economy segment, which caters to both leisure and business
travellers, is also on the rise.
For example, Novotel has also experienced positive growth. Last year, we launched
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our 20th Novotel in India and are in the midst of launching our Novotel20 campaign
to celebrate this. Also, our economy ibis brand has experienced great occupancies
and high ARRs.
What is your plan for the next five years, including keys, investment and
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properties?
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Accor globally is an asset- light company. Our growth is led by densification, which
is a key development strategy for Accor on the back of strong market demand with
opportunities to deliver quality brands across segments.
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Accor’s approach overall, on its brand strategy, has shifted from ‘product centric’ to
‘client-centric, by which it means focusing more on serving a customer in all their

t
n

varied personas and changing needs.
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In April, we announced the arrival of the iconic luxury Raffles brand in India with two
properties — the Raffles Udaipur and the Raffles Jaipur. While we continue to drive
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our mid-scale and economy portfolio aggressively, we are focused on expanding our
luxury, lifestyle and premium brands portfolio in the country. Banyan Tree, SO/, SLS,
Delano, Mondrian, Hyde and Tribe, amongst others, are some of the brands which
have the potential growth and audience in the Indian market.
We are also interested in the development of branded, private and serviced residences
in urban and sought-after locations in the country. We also have the Fairmont Mumbai
under development and are in active discussion for coming up with a Fairmont in

Economy

Goa.
Your plans of having 1,500 keys in five years... are they on track?
As shared earlier, currently we have approximately 5,000 keys (rooms) in the pipeline
and under active development. We are on track in terms of increasing the number of
rooms in the region.
When will Raffles and Banyan Tree open to guests in India?
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Raffles Udaipur with 101 lake-facing rooms is expected to open by mid-2020 and
Raffles Jaipur by 2022.
For the Banyan Tree brand, we believe that it has growth potential in the Indian
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market and we are in discussions to develop the brand in the country.
After quickly opening many hotels, everything seems to be silent on your
side?
Currently, we have 25 hotels and approximately 5,000 keys in the pipeline and under
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active development. In 2019, we opened two properties — Mercure Goa Devaaya
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Retreat and ibis Kolkata Rajarhat and will open the Grand Mercure Ahmedabad
GIFT City with 158 keys. In 2020, we have Grand Mercure Bangalore OMR, Novotel
Mumbai International Airport and ibis Mumbai LBS Road in the pipeline.
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Initially, you were focusing on Novotel and Ibis; what is your stand on Mercure
and Pullman?
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At Accor, our strategy is to densify in markets of India. Novotel (20 properties) and
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ibis (19 properties) are the most visible brands due to the sheer number of hotels.
We develop brands based on the requirement of the market and what travellers are

s
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demanding.

Our focus is to expand the brands in the luxury, premium, mid-scale and economy
segments.

For Pullman and Mercure, we continue to focus on increasing the number of hotels
depending on the demand from our guests and the city as well.
Will you be entering tier II cities?
Our strategy is to densify in key cities with our mid-scale and economy brands Novotel

Economy

and ibis, respectively.
We also are developing properties across the luxury and premium segments in the
region.

The great NRI dilemma — rupee or dollar?
Every NRI has surely been troubled by this question: should I invest in India or should
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I not? A complex cocktail of emotions ranging from love for their motherland and a
sense of guilt for not giving back to it combine with personal choices to often lead to
a wrong answer to the question above.
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So, what’s the deal like?
NRIs typically fall into three broad categories: one, those who are abroad on an
assignment and will come back.
Two, those who are settled abroad and do not plan to come back. Three, those who
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are abroad, have no immediate plans to come back but ‘may’ decide to come back
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at some point. This last category is the problem one and accounts for the majority,
unfortunately.
Planning to return
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This category of NRIs either have their families in India or plan to return to India
with their families, have income and expenses in rupees and remit money into India
regularly.
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For these NRIs, investing in their home country for their goals and objectives is
logical. However, I have trouble with their following habits:

s
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First, while they obsess over currency conversion, they fail to do the ‘mental accounting’
of segregating for aspirations like education, wedding or retirement. For example,
many of the NRIs let their child continue education abroad. In this case, they would
have been better off holding and investing in dollar-denominated (or foreign currency)
assets to help them with such an expense. A proper goal-planning exercise will help
them decide on where to invest in. Second, their obsession for real estate. This craze
has partly come down in the last few years as the real estate sector was down, and

Economy

rental yields went even below 2.5% and NRIs struggled to even find tenants for their
properties.
Third, some NRIs who have held only NRE deposits all their life, retire, come back and
then, entirely shift to high risk products like PMS, AIFs equity funds or stocks. They
do this since NRE deposits lose their tax-free status once they become residents.
Here, special mention must be made about NRIs from the Gulf as opposed to those
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all their lives, their only overriding criteria is about investing where the tax is less.
But assuming risks suddenly, especially, post retirement, can leave them in trouble

JUNE 2019

VOL.58

unless they have other sources of income
Settled abroad
These NRIs are permanently employed abroad (say U.S./Canada/U.K./Australia)
and settled there with their families and do not plan to come back to India. In this
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case, typically, they may have their aged parents or siblings in India. Other than that,
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there is little at stake locally. Their key goals — whether to buy a house or educate
their children — will all transpire in their residing country.

What is their motivation to invest in India? If it is to provide some income for their
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parents or relatives, then investing in NRE deposits, having an NRE account and
providing power of attorney (PA) for somebody locally to withdraw the money for

t
n

their needs is a simple and an efficient way to achieve this. Since NRE deposits and
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savings accounts are tax free, it is easy from a taxation perspective.
If the NRI’s intention is to keep money locally to serve local needs, this should

s
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suffice.

Investing in property or other assets and the hassle of repatriating it later and losing
on rupee depreciation are all avoidable. Participate in the Indian markets but know
this:

The MSCI India index delivered 9.5% in rupee terms in the past 10 years but returned
just 5.4% in dollar terms. Indian markets are great only if the NRI plans to use the
money in India. It is best to keep Indian finances and taxes simple if the intention is

Economy

not to return.
The ‘maybe’ category
I wish to tell them this: if you never had a clear idea or desire to come back to India,
you probably will not! Do not ‘concretise’ your investments in India, if you do not have
concrete plans to come back.
This category of investors should invest assuming they are settled abroad. They

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
can look at dollar-denominated options to invest even if they are not in the U.S.
Please remember, the long-term depreciation of the rupee against the dollar is 4-5%
annually. Even if they decide to eventually come back, they would have earned 4-5%
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Singapore transport has an electric future with a hybrid twist
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Singapore is famed both for its car-lite approach that discourages ownership of
personal vehicles, and the steady expansion of its public transport system over
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the past three decades. The city state is now working on the next big technological
leap that will potentially lead to the roll-out of driverless, fully autonomous buses in
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partnership with Volvo Buses.

The first trials in this race to autonomy are taking place on the smooth macadam of
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CETRAN, a comprehensive test centre for autonomous vehicles operated by Nanyang
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Technological University (NTU Singapore). Here, a Volvo 7900 series electric bus
equipped with light detection and ranging sensors (LIDARS), stereo-vision cameras
to capture 3D images, and a global navigation satellite system moves along test
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‘roads’ with ‘hands-free’ technology in the driver’s seat. It effortlessly turns at curves,
and stops at traffic lights.

There are two Volvo autonomous electric buses in the trials conducted by NTU
scientists. The second one is undergoing tests at a bus depot managed by local
transport operator SMRT.
Smart nation status
The quest to develop autonomous vehicles is global. NTU President Prof. Subra

Economy

Suresh told journalists invited by Volvo in Singapore that the country is working to
be a leader in the development of autonomous vehicles, and is best placed to do so
because of its goal to be a smart nation, its advanced infrastructure and commitment
to smart technologies.
The NTU president said many companies were actively working on autonomous
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vehicles. “Mercedes Daimler, BMW, Tesla have sophisticated technology, and there is
Waymo [Google’s project]. There are even discussions about Apple in this technology.
Many universities do research. Uber and Lyft are both developing technologies for
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autonomy,” said Prof. Suresh.
Akash Passey, senior vice president, Region International, Volvo Buses, said “Volvo
is proud to have launched the world’s first full-size autonomous electric bus. It
represents the future of mobility.”
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Volvo’s partnership with NTU and SMRT to test AV technologies stands out because it
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is a setting far from Sweden. It was made possible by the seamless links that exist in
Singapore between academic institutions and the country’s Land Transport Authority.
There is also a strong electricity grid and an Information Technology backbone.
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“There are significant challenges to the development of fully autonomous vehicles not
just from a technological viewpoint, but on questions such as liability, insurance and
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social consequences for countries with large disparities and inequalities,” according
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to Prof. Suresh.

For Volvo, Singapore offers not just the test bed for new autonomous vehicle

s
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technologies but represents a market for development of the entire transport core.
Hybrids shine

“While the bus undergoes trials in Singapore, we have also delivered hybrid buses in
keeping with Singapore’s well-thought out e-mobility journey,” Mr. Passey said.
The company has delivered 50 hybrid buses that run on both electricity and diesel,
bringing down emissions and noise, cutting operating costs and raising efficiency.
Singapore has a 198.6 km urban rail network and an organised taxi fleet of 23,410

Economy

vehicles.
Its Land Transport Authority is looking ahead with Transport Master Plan 2040. New
generation buses made up of a mix of clean diesel single and double deckers and
e-mobility is expanding with a small fleet of hybrid buses. Electromobility, comprising
full electric and, potentially, autonomous vehicles is on the cards.
India is evolving its own public transport system, and Singapore provides a comparison
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at some levels. Here, Mr. Passey thinks there is an opportunity to dramatically
expand India’s infrastructure using urban bus systems: using clean diesel BS VI
buses, hybrid buses that run on both electricity and diesel, and full electric buses as
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islands of excellence.
Welcoming the outlay under the FAME-II plan (Faster Adoption and Manufacture
of Hybrid and Electric Vehicles), which, among other things, would help acquire
over 7,000 full electric buses using the outlay of Rs. 10,000 crore, he said the right
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outcomes would come with a roadmap in place.

c
.
m

“From experience, I think [the shift to] BS VI fuel is good. We should not write off
hybrids, because there is no infrastructure required for hybrids. While Singapore has
recently inducted hybrid buses, many countries including India want to skip hybrids,
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and everybody wants to jump to electric. In India we are still going for BS VI and
electric, but in many countries, they don’t have even Euro 3 but they say we will put
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in an electric bus. You cannot jump from 0 to 100,” Mr. Passey said.
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The economics of hybrid buses make them comparable to those running on clean
diesel.
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“Till about four years ago, the hybrid bus also had to be subsidised. Today, around
the world, the hybrid is a commercial success. Fuel efficiency, based on how you
drive, is 35-40% over diesel, and the price can be 1.5 times that of a conventional
bus, or 30 to 50% higher. But it pays back early because of the fuel efficiency. An
electric bus is still an expensive proposition and is not a business model in itself
without significant government subsidies. Almost 50% or more can be the cost of the
battery. Meanwhile, the scope for buses running on clean diesel as per BS VI norms

Economy

continues to be significant,” according to Mr. Passey.
Volvo launched hybrids over a decade ago and has sold more than 4,000 electrified
buses globally. E-mobility requires a collaboration that includes the government,
traffic authorities, bus manufacturers, operators and charging system providers,
besides the real estate sector and academic experts, he added.
Singapore operates over 19,000 buses, of which about 6,000 are public, each averaging
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227 km per day. This represents the second highest fleet utilisation worldwide. The
small nation with distances that do not exceed 40 km has 2,200 double deckers, the
majority of them supplied by Volvo, including its newest B8L model.
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‘India joblessness data not factored into World Bank growth
estimates’
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The new macroeconomic data released by the government last Friday, which showed
joblessness for 2017/18 at 6.1%, a 45-year high, was not factored into the World
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Bank Group’s June 2019 Global Economic Prospects (GEP) report, Ayhan Kose,
Director of the Bank’s Global Prospects Group told The Hindu , during a briefing call
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with reporters.

“This data is rather new. Obviously we have not [taken] it into account … our cut off
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date for the data as we indicated in the report is May 23 [2019]. Having said that,
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India’s GDP growth slowed to 5.8% in the first quarter [of 2019] from 6.6% in the
previous quarter,” Mr. Kose said. “Manufacturing activity and investment figures were
weaker than expected.” This, Mr. Kose said, was attributable to the uncertainty in the
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run-up to the elections and was “somewhat expected.”
India’s growth forecasts are projected to be 7.5% per annum in 2019, 2020 and 2021
— not having been downgraded from their January estimates. A growth rate of 7.2%
is estimated for 2018. In its 2014-2019 term, the NDA government had faced criticism
over its handling of data. For instance, the unemployment data from the National
Sample Survey Office, leaked in January, was officially released only last week,
post-elections. In January, the Ministry of Statistics and Programme Implementation

Economy

published revised GDP growth numbers for 2017, showing an increase of 1.1%, with
growth pegged at 8.2%.
In March, 108 economists and social scientists from around the world, wrote an open
letter ‘Economic Statistics in Shambles’ to highlight the data credibility problem.
World Bank representatives did not wish to comment on the data credibility issue
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Kharif sowing target goes up in Kalaburagi
The Agriculture Department has set a revised target of producing 7.73 lakh tonnes of
foodgrains in 7,50,290 hectares of land in Kalaburagi district for the 2019-20 kharif
season. The area of sowing has been increased by 77,025 hectares compared to the

m
o

last kharif season. In the last two years, the area of cultivation remained 6,73,265
hectares. The district has received rainfall helping farmers make preparations.

New Ministers join NITI Aayog

u
r
fo

c
.
m

Prime Minister Narendra Modi approved the reconstitution of the NITI Aayog.
Rajiv Kumar will continue as its Vice-Chairman, and V.K. Saraswat, Ramesh Chand
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and V.K. Paul as members. Bibek Debroy, who is the Chairman of the Prime Minister’s
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Economic Council, is no longer a member of the think tank, an official statement
said.
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NITI Aayog will have Union Ministers Amit Shah, Rajnath Singh, Nirmala Sitharaman,
and Narendra Singh Tomar as ex-officio members. Ministers Nitin Gadkari, Thaawar
Chand Gehlot, Piyush Goyal and Rao Inderjit Singh will be special invitees.
The announcement comes ahead of the first meeting of the governing council of the
organisation after the election.
The statement did not mention Amitabh Kant, Chief Executive Officer, whose term is
ending on June 30.

Economy
Rajnath inducted into Cabinet panel following controversy
Prime Minister Narendra Modi — after setting up two Cabinet sub-committees for
economic growth and investment, and for jobs and skills — reconstituted six other
Cabinet sub-committees.
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Secretariat issued an amendment on these sub-committees, adding Defence Minister
Rajnath Singh’s name to the Cabinet Committee on Political Affairs (CCPA) as well
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as the two committees on jobs and economic growth.
The late amendment was an attempt by the government to undo some of the damage
after Mr. Singh, despite being number two in the government as per protocol, found
himself excluded from these crucial committees, raising a question over a new pecking
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order in the government with Home Minister Amit Shah as the de facto number two.
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Government sources were mum on why Mr. Singh was excluded in the first place,
but said his exclusion from the CCPA and the Cabinet Committee on Parliamentary
Affairs was an oversight that was corrected.
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The other major presence in most of these sub-committees is Finance Minister
Nirmala Sitharaman.
Allies find a place
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In the Cabinet Committee on Political Affairs, apart from heavyweight Ministers from
the BJP, NDA allies like Food Minister Ram Vilas Paswan, Food Processing Minister
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Harsimrat Kaur Badal and Heavy Industries Minister Arvind Sawan find a place.
Mr. Paswan is the only ally to have been included in the Cabinet Committee on
parliamentary affairs along with Mr. Shah, Social Justice Minister Thawarchand Gehlot,
Agriculture Minister Narendra Tomar, Ms. Sitharaman, Law Minister Ravi Shankar
Prasad, Environment Minister Prakash Javadekar, and Minister for Parliamentary
Affairs Pralhad Joshi. The all-important Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs was
also reconstituted with Prime Minister Modi at the helm, along with Mr. Shah, Mr.

Economy

Rajnath Singh, Ms. Sitharaman, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar and others.
Mr. Paswan is the only ally to have been included in the Cabinet Committee on
parliamentary affairs along with Mr. Shah, Social Justice Minister Thawarchand Gehlot,
Agriculture Minister Narendra Tomar, Ms. Sitharaman, Law Minister Ravi Shankar
Prasad, Environment Minister Prakash Javadekar, and Minister for Parliamentary
Affairs Pralhad Joshi.
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The all important Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs was also reconstituted
with Prime Minister Modi at the helm, along with Mr. Shah, Mr. Rajnath Singh, Ms.
Sitharaman, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar and others.
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RBI waives NEFT/RTGS fee, to review ATM fees
In a move to encourage digital transactions, the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has
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decided to waive off charges for fund transfer via Real Time Gross Settlement
System (RTGS) — which is meant for large-value, instantaneous fund transfers and
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the National Electronic Funds Transfer (NEFT) System for other fund transfers.
While the charges are levied on banks, they, in turn, pass it to the customers.
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“In order to provide an impetus to digital fund movement, it has been decided to do
away with the charges levied by the Reserve Bank for transactions processed in the
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RTGS and NEFT systems,” the RBI said. “Banks will be required, in turn, to pass
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these benefits to their customers,” it added.
ATM charges review

Separately, the banking regulator would review the charges levied on customers
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while operating automated teller machines (ATMs).
A committee will be set up, under the chairmanship of the chief executive officer,
Indian Banks’ Association (IBA), ‘to examine the entire gamut of ATM charges and
fees,’ the RBI said.
At present, customers are charged for using other banks’ ATMs beyond a particular
number of transactions.
The Committee is expected to submit its recommendations within two months of its

Economy

first meeting.

RBI cuts interest rate by 25 bps
The benchmark interest rate of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) fell below 6% for the
first time since 2010 as the central bank’s monetary policy committee (MPC) cut repo
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rates by 25 basis points (bps) to 5.75% in order to address growth concerns.
The stance of the policy has also been changed from neutral to accommodative,
which means a hike in interest rates is ruled out going forward.
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The decision to reduce interest rate was unanimous among the MPC members. “The
MPC notes that growth impulses have weakened significantly as reflected in a further
widening of the output gap compared to the April 2019 policy,” the RBI said.
The central bank has revised GDP growth projection for the current financial year
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from 7.2% to 7%. “The headline inflation trajectory remains below the target even
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after taking into account the expected transmission of the past two policy rate cuts,”
RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das said, during the media interaction. “Hence, there is
scope to boost aggregate demand, and in particular, private investment activity, while
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remaining consistent with the mandate of flexible inflation targeting,” he said.
The path of consumer price index-based inflation has been revised downward to 3.4-
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3.7% in the second half of the current financial year.
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RBI targets 4% CPI inflation over the medium term.

The governor said banks transmitted only 21 basis points of the cumulative 50 basis
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points rate cut (in February and April).
“Our expectation is that as we go forward, there will be higher and faster transmission,”
he said, adding the impact of the same will be seen in consumer and two-wheeler
loans.

While yield on the 10 year benchmark government bond dropped 9 bps to close at
6.93%, equity indices settled in the negative territory.
The banking regulator also took steps to boost digital transactions as it decided

Economy

to waive off the charges for fund transfer by Real Time Gross Settlement System
(RTGS) — which is meant for large-value instantaneous fund transfers and the
National Electronic Funds Transfer (NEFT) System for other fund transfers.
In addition, a committee has also been formed to review the charges in transactions
in automated teller machines. The rate cut could lead to reduced EMIs on housing,
vehicle and personal loans if banks decide to pass on the benefit.
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Economists expect another rate cut in the August policy review to boost growth as
inflation risks are likely to remain muted on a back of a normal monsoon. “Although
the RBI revised its growth forecast lower for FY20, there could be further downside
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risks to their H1 growth estimates, warranting more rate cuts this year,” said Abheek
Barua, Chief Economist, HDFC Bank.
“We believe that another rate cut could be in the offing in August, assuming that
inflation risks remain muted,” Mr. Barua said.
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SEBI, MCA sign pact for more data scrutiny

The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) and the Ministry of Corporate
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Affairs (MCA) signed a memorandum of understanding (MoU) to facilitate seamless
sharing of data and information for carrying out scrutiny, inspection, investigation
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and prosecution.
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This assumes significance as the MCA has the database of all registered firms while
SEBI only regulates listed entities that may have unlisted subsidiaries, with the MCA
having access to all the data of such unlisted entities.

s
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‘Backdrop of frauds’

“The MoU comes in the wake of increasing need for surveillance in the context of
corporate frauds affecting important sectors of the economy. As the private sector
plays an increasingly vital role in economic growth, the need for a robust corporate
governance mechanism becomes the need of the hour,” said a statement issued by
the SEBI .
Incidentally, there is already a protocol of sharing of data between the capital markets

Economy

regulator Ministry and, in many cases, the regulator has also sent its orders against
various entities to the MCA for further action.
According to the SEBI statement, the MoU will facilitate the sharing of data and
information between the regulator and the MCA on an automatic and regular
basis, while enabling sharing of specific information such as details of suspended
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companies, delisted firms, shareholding pattern from the SEBI and financial
statements filed with the Registrar by corporates, returns of allotment of shares and
audit reports relating to corporates.
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The MoU will ensure that both the MCA and the SEBI have seamless linkage
for regulatory purposes and in addition to regular exchange of data, the two will
also exchange with each other, on request, any available information for scrutiny,
inspection, investigation and prosecution.
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A Data Exchange Steering Group will meet periodically to review the data exchange
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status.

u
r
fo

RBI revises stressed asset resolution norms

After the Supreme Court struck down the controversial February 12, 2018 circular
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of Reserve Bank of India (RBI) on stressed asset resolution, the banking regulator

a
r
i
p

released revised set of norms which are substantially less stringent from the
previous one.

In particular, neither there is a mandate to start resolution which results in higher
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provisioning if there is a single day default nor a mandate for initiating insolvency
proceeding if resolution plan is not implemented for large accounts within a time
frame. However, the RBI has sought to nudge banks towards the insolvency
courts by introducing a disincentive in the form of additional provisions for delayed
resolution.
At the same time, the central bank said it would issue directions to banks for
initiation of insolvency proceedings against borrowers for specific defaults ‘so that

Economy

the momentum towards effective resolution remains uncompromised.’
The new circular asked lenders to undertake a prima facie review of the borrower
account within 30 days from a default, which is termed as “review period.”
During this review period, lenders may decide on the resolution strategy, including
the nature of the resolution plan (RP), the approach for implementation of the RP
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Legal proceedings
“The lenders may also choose to initiate legal proceedings for insolvency or
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recovery,” the circular, which comes into effect immediately, said.
If the RP is to be implemented, lenders have been asked to enter into an intercreditor agreement (ICA), within the review period, to provide for ground rules for
finalisation and implementation of the RP.
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“The ICA shall provide that any decision agreed by lenders representing 75% by
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value of total outstanding credit facilities (fund-based as well as non-fund based)
and 60% of lenders by number shall be binding upon all the lenders,” the circular
said. The RP will have to implemented within 180 days from the end of review
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period, RBI said.

The review period shall commence not later than the date of the this circular for
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loans above Rs. 2000 crore; January 1 ,2020 for loans above Rs. 1,500 crore to
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Rs. 2,000 crore.

For loans less than Rs. 1,500 crore, the reference date would be announced later.
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There is a disincentive for banks if they delay implementing a viable resolution plan.
In case the plan is not implemented within 180 days from the end of review period,
banks have to make additional provision of 20% and another 15% if the plan is not
implemented within 365 days from the start of the review period.
The additional provisions would be reversed if resolution is pursued under Insolvency
and Bankruptcy Code (IBC).
Half of the additional provisions could be reversed on filing of insolvency application

Economy

and the remaining additional provisions may be reversed once case is admitted for
insolvency proceedings.
“Incentives to reverse 50% of these provisions upon reference under IBC will
incentivise lenders to refer such stressed cases to IBC for faster resolution,” says
Karthik Srinivasan, group head, financial sector ratings ICRA, who thinks the
overall framework is positive and will continue to incentivise banks for accelerated
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resolution of stressed assets.
Debt recast tools like corporate debt restructuring scheme and strategic debt
restructuring scheme are withdrawn. Apart from banks, these new norms are also
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applicable for non-banking financial companies, small finance banks and other
financial institutions.
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India, key market for coloured gemstones, says Gemfields
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Gemfields Group, a leading coloured gemstones mining and trading company,
has accorded high importance to India due to growing demand for gemstones
and plentiful availability of skilled workforce required for cutting and polishing the
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gemstones.

“India plays a crucial part in Gemfields’ operations,” said Sean Gilbertson, CEO,
Gemfields Group.
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“It hosts a large number of our gemstone clients – our auction partners – who
purchase rough emeralds and rubies from us at auction. India is also the centre for
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coloured gemstone trading as well as housing world experts in gemstone cutting
and polishing – particularly for emeralds which require highly skilled hands to realise
the brightest gems with minimal weight loss,” said Sean Gilbertson, CEO, Gemfields
Group. “These aspects, coupled with India’s inherent love for colour and fascination
for jewellery, make the Indian market particularly important to Gemfields,” he
added.
The global market for rough, coloured gemstones is estimated to be over $2 billion

Economy

(compared with more than $13 billion for diamonds) and the recent auction results
have given reasons that 2019 would yield positive results, he said. He did not
quantify the business volume from India.
Growth strategy
On the company’s growth strategy, he said Gemfields had been through a
transformation in recent years. In 2017, the company restructured and came under
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ownership of Pallinghurst Resources Limited, which subsequently changed its name
to Gemfields Group.
“The three-year business plan centres around the ‘big three’ — identifying suitable
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sapphire opportunities in Africa to complement our thriving ruby and emerald
operations, expanding our marketing activities to boost demand for coloured
gemstones and disposing of our non-core minority stakes in both platinum and
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manganese mines,” he said.

The U.K.- based Gemfields has been present in India since April 2005.
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FM highlights efforts against tax evasion
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Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman highlighted the efforts of India to counter tax
avoidance and evasion.
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She was speaking at the Ministerial Symposium on International Taxation on Globally
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Fair, Sustainable and Modern International Taxation System organised during the
meeting of G-20 Finance Ministers at Fukuoka in Japan.
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“@nsitharaman spoke on the on-going efforts of Indian Government to counter tax
avoidance & evasion,” the Finance Ministry tweeted.
The two-day G-20 Finance Ministers and central bank governors meeting is likely
to focus on risks and challenges being faced by the global economy, investment in
infrastructure and international taxation. The deliberations would be followed by the
G-20 Leaders’ Summit.

Economy

India flags issue of taxing digital firms at G20
India called on G-20 countries to adopt a principle of ‘significant economic presence’
while addressing challenges on taxing profits by digital companies.
Addressing the two-day G-20 meeting of finance ministers in Fukuoka , Finance
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman noted the urgency to fix the issue of determining right
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nexus and profit allocation solution for taxing the profits made by digital economy
companies.
Ms. Sitharaman expressed confidence that a consensus-based equitable and simple
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global solution would be reached by 2020.
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Coal India identifies assets in Australia for acquisition
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Public sector Coal India Ltd. (CIL) has identified assets in Australia, in which it is
keen to acquire equity stakes. Accordingly, it is planning to appoint an internationally
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reputed merchant or investment banker to carry out the financial due diligence.

Enquiries showed that the talks had progressed and the process of data analysis
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was now underway. CIL had earmarked about Rs. 6,000 crore for the purpose. Nondisclosure agreements are in place, and, hence, sources could not disclose any
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names.
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The mine acquisition initiative is in line with CIL’s plans to set up overseas businesses
involving coking coal and high-grade low-ash thermal coal. Its strategy is to acquire
the coal resources, produce them and import the output into India. The production
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would either be through opening of new mines or through equity participation in
working mines on production-sharing basis.
In the past, CIL had tried to acquire mines and had taken several initiatives in this
respect. In Africa, it had set up a company called Coal India Africana Limitada in
Mozambique after being granted prospecting licences for two blocks.
However, that effort came to a nought on account of unviable operations. The move
to jointly scout for overseas properties through a power PSU, two steel PSUs and a

Economy

mineral PSU through the International Coal Ventures Ltd (ICVL), too, had failed to
yield tangible results.
The present move had been initiated through Coal Videsh, CIL’s own arm.

SEBI mulls norms to reward whistle-blowers
The Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) has proposed establishing a
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framework to reward individuals who bring forward instances of violations of insider
trading norms while at the same time protecting such persons from victimisation in
the form of demotion or termination of job.
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“... it is desirable and prudent that SEBI considers instituting a process that enables
timely reporting of instances of insider trading violations and also provide for grant of
reward with adequate checks and balances that could incentivise timely reporting of
information relating to insider trading to SEBI at the first available opportunity,” stated

m
o

the discussion paper released by SEBI .
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The capital markets regulator has proposed that entities that come forward with such
information will have to disclose the source of information and give an undertaking
that such information has not been sourced from any regulator.
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Further, the regulator has proposed that if such information leads to a final order by
SEBI with a minimum disgorgement of Rs. 5 crore, then a monetary award of 10%
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of the money collected by SEBI, subject to a cap of Rs. 1 crore, can be given to the
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informant.

Further, the reward will be paid from the Investor Protection and Education Fund
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(IPEF). SEBI also plans to establish an Office of Informant Protection, which will be
independent of the investigation and inspection wings of the regulatory body.
Anonymous complaint

While the informant would be required to disclose his or her identity at the time of
submission of the complaint in the official format – Voluntary Information Disclosure
Form, in SEBI’s parlance – an anonymous complaint can also be submitted through
an authorised representative who is a practising advocate.

Economy

To protect such complainants against victimisation, the regulator has proposed
that all listed companies and intermediaries would include in their code of conduct,
provisions to ensure that such individuals are not “discharged, terminated, demoted,
suspended, threatened, harassed, or discriminated against, directly or indirectly.”
While SEBI has also proposed an amnesty for such individuals, it has also stated
that if a complaint is found to be frivolous, the regulator can initiate actions against
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NEFT/ RTGS charges waived from July 1
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has decided to waive the charges levied on banks
for Real Time Gross Settlement System (RTGS) and the National Electronic Funds
Transfer (NEFT) transactions from July 1. Banks were advised to pass on the benefits
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to their customers. Separately, the RBI has formed a committee to review the entire
gamut of automated teller machines’ (ATMs’) charges and fees.
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Centre reduces contribution rate for ESI
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Starting July 1, both employers and employee’s contribution under the Employees’
State Insurance (ESI) Act, which gives insured workers medical benefits among
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other facilities, would be reduced, the Centre said.
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The total contribution towards ESI was reduced from 6.5% of an employee’s wages
to 4%, with the employer’s share cut to 3.25%, from 4.75%, and the employee’s
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contribution lowered to 0.75% of wages, from 1.75%, the government announced.
“This would benefit 3.6 crore employees and 12.85 lakh employers,” the Labour and
Employment Ministry said in a statement. “The reduced rate of contribution will bring
about a substantial relief to workers under the ESI scheme and bring more and more
workforce into the formal sector,” it added.
The financial liability on employers would also be reduced, leading to improved
viability of the establishments, increased ease of doing business and likely improved
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compliance with the Act, the government said, adding that the current rates had
been in place since January 1, 1997.
However, a member of the Employees’ State Insurance Corporation’s Standing
Committee and a representative of the RSS-affiliated Bharatiya Mazdoor Sangh, V.
Radhakrishnan, said the reduction in contribution rates was a reason for concern.
“BMS has a strong protest against this,” said Mr. Radhakrishnan. “The ESIC is an
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autonomous body and these rates have not been discussed. If the government
proposes even lower rates in the next Board meeting of the ESIC, we will oppose
it. We want to increase the benefits given to employees, not reduce the contribution
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so much,” he added.
An official of the Labour and Employment Ministry, however, dismissed the criticism
as mere “apprehensions”.
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SEBI directs rating agencies to disclose probability of
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default

Credit rating agencies will now have to disclose the probability of default for the
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instruments they rate and also clearly state the sensitive factors that could impact
the credit worthiness of the entity.

t
n

Further, rating agencies will have to adopt a standardised terminology to disclose
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liquidity indicators like liquid investments, access to credit and cash flows among
other factors while rating an instrument.

These are part of the enhanced disclosure guidelines introduced by the Securities
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and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) for credit rating agencies (CRA).
This assumes significance as the current calendar year has seen a record number of
downgrades amidst a fall in the corresponding number of upgrades when compared
to the previous calendar year.
“In order to enable investors to discern the performance of a CRA vis-à-vis a
standardised PD (probability of default) benchmark scale, CRAs, in consultation
with SEBI, shall prepare and disclose standardised and uniform PD benchmarks
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for each rating category on their website, for one-year, two-year and three-year
cumulative default rates, both for short-run and long-run,” stated the SEBI circular.
Further, such uniform and standardised PD benchmarks will have to be disclosed
on the website of each CRA on a consolidated basis for all financial instruments
rated by a CRA by December 31.
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India to impose retaliatory tariffs on 29 American goods
India has decided to impose retaliatory tariffs on 29 goods imported from the U.S.
from June 16 onwards, a year after it initially decided to do so, officials in the
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Commerce Ministry told The Hindu .
The tariffs will apply on $220-290 million worth of goods imported from the US, and
will have about the same impact as the tariffs imposed by Washington on India last

m
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year.

The official notification of the tariffs will be issued before June 16 by the Finance
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Ministry, the official added.
June 16 deadline
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“India has decided to go ahead and impose the retaliatory tariffs on U.S. items,”
the Commerce Ministry official said. “The deadline after which the tariffs would be
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imposed was supposed to be June 16. The notification to impose the tariffs will be
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issued by the Finance Ministry before then.”

The tariffs on the 29 goods — including walnuts, apples, and some pulses — were
initially announced in June 2018 in retaliation to U.S. President Donald Trump’s
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decision in March that year to impose higher import tariffs on Indian aluminium and
steel. India has repeatedly asked for exemption from these higher tariffs, but to no
avail.

Prolonged talks
However, negotiations continued for about a year, with India repeatedly extending
the deadline for retaliatory tariffs. These talks, as well as negotiations on granting
India duty-free imports for certain items under the U.S.’ Generalised System of

Economy

Preferences (GSP) seem to have fallen through.
Last year, the U.S. announced that it would review India’s eligibility for the GSP. It
announced the withdrawal of benefits earlier this month.
According to the Trade Promotion Council of India (TPCI), the impact of the retaliatory
tariffs imposed by India on the U.S. would amount to about $290 million. While the
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Federation of Indian Export Organisations estimates the impact to be $220-240
million, the consensus view is that the impact is commensurate to the impact on
India due to the U.S. tariffs on aluminium and steel imports.
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“If the Indian government goes ahead with retaliatory tariffs, 29 items imported from
the US will face higher duties, cutting benefits to U.S. exporters,” Chairman of TPCI
Mohit Singla said.
“The point is that it was something that was long due,” Director-General and CEO of
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FIEO Ajay Sahai said. “We decided to impose the retaliatory tariffs in June last year,
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but in the spirit of negotiation, we postponed it several times. But unfortunately, it
has not yielded the desired result. The effect will be matching the amount that will
affect India on aluminium and steel exports.”
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Pact struck on crop loans that have turned NPAs
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After discussions for nearly a year with commercial banks over the waiver of crop loan
accounts that had turned into non-performing assets (NPAs), the State government
and banks arrived at an understanding on paying Rs. 965 crore towards 1.08 lakh

s
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such accounts to be settled under the government’s scheme.
Of the total of Rs. 965 crore, the government will pay about Rs. 750 crore and the
rest will be borne by the bank. “Banks have agreed to extend a discount of 25%
on the total quantum,” Chief Secretary T.M. Vijaybhaskar said after a State-level
banker’ meeting.
“The entire amount under crop loan waiver scheme payable to banks will be
transferred by the end of June,” he added.

Economy

The announcement comes close on the heels of the State government announcing
that the pending amount towards the banks under the loan waiver scheme would be
released in one go, instead of in four instalments.
Mr. Vijaybhaskar also said that Chief Minister H.D. Kumaraswamy, during the review
meeting, urged banks to provide fresh crop loans for the accounts that had been
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Incidentally, the hard stance of the commercial banks, which had refused to bring
NPAs under the scheme, had led Mr. Kumaraswamy to turn his ire against them.
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While the banks parallelly had one-time settlement schemes that varied from banks
to banks, they dithered over having a uniform scheme applicable to all banks.
, Finance Secretary I.S.N. Prasad clarified that the understanding on NPA was not
part of OTS but under the crop loan scheme. “Government extends up to Rs. 2 lakh
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towards the NPAs and banks have extended 25 % discount. Any sum above it will
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have to be borne by the farmer himself.”

Meanwhile, setting the cut-off date for such loans, he said that banks would waive
the entire undebited interest by the banks and treat the accounts closed. In case of
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loans above Rs. 2 lakh, banks would sacrifice 25% of their book balance and in case
of loans lower than Rs. 2 lakh, banks would sacrifice 15%.
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This will be a tough budget to balance

Over the next 20 days, two major policy events will take place — the Budget and a

s
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GST Council meeting — that will reveal the government’s intent and vision for the
next five years. While there are a number of issues that it can take up at both these
events, there are three main problems that are relatively more noteworthy.
The first is the issue of private investment and how, despite the government’s best
efforts so far, it has not recovered enough to shoulder its share of the burden as a
prime driver of economic growth. The second issue is the fiscal deficit and whether
the government is artificially hamstringing itself by curtailing public expenditure in

Economy

order to meet an arbitrary target. In other words, can the government afford to shift
the target meaningfully to, say, 4% from the current 3.4%?
The third important policy element is whether the government can afford to reduce
GST rates even further and whether there are any more steps it can take to widen
the tax net. The first two issues are to be addressed in the Union Budget, while the
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third is the exclusive domain of the GST Council. However, in all three, it has only
limited options.
Private performance
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The consensus view among economists seems to be that the government has pretty
much done all it can in terms of creating the right environment for the private sector
to grow. Policy measures such the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, the ‘Make in
India’ initiative, power sector reforms, easing of FDI norms, and the concerted effort

m
o

to improve the ease of doing business are all considered welcome steps.
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“All of these provide a better environment for the private sector to work in,” Madan
Sabnavis, chief economist at Care Ratings said. “One can’t practically expect the
government to come up with anything more in most of these areas.”
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In the Budget, however, there are a few steps the government can take that can
make it more attractive for the private sector to invest.
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“On the expenditure side, if it continues spending what it has been on capital
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expenditure, it will definitely have a positive impact on the private sector,” Mr.
Sabnavis added. “For example, if the government spends on roads, it automatically
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creates demand for cement and steel, which is produced by the private sector.
Similarly, if the government spends on power infrastructure.”
However, the caveat here is that this positive impact on the private sector will not
be felt in the very short term. That is, capital expenditure undertaken in this financial
year will only begin to boost the private sector in the next financial year.
“The other thing the government can do in the Budget is giving certain kinds of
tax concessions,” Mr. Sabnavis added. “For example, if you’re talking about the
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corporate tax rate, which was to be lowered to 25% from 30%, they have done it
only for the smaller companies. They have said they would do it for the rest of the
companies over a period of time, but there have not been any steps taken.”
Here, too, while there is no guarantee that reducing corporate tax rate will definitely
lead to increased investments, it is definitely seen as a good first step.
Fiscally constrained
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So, if increased capital expenditure and reduced corporate tax collections are the
major way private sector investment can be encouraged, then the natural extension
of that argument should be that the government give itself some more flexibility when
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it comes to the fiscal deficit. While this might seem logical, the government’s own
actions have rendered this option nearly impractical.
“The central government is relying quite heavily on the public sector for its own
infrastructure expansion programme,” D.K. Srivastava, chief policy advisor at EY
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India, explained. “Last year, the increment in government debt was considerably
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higher than the fiscal deficit. The difference is about 1% of GDP, which are all extra
budgetary resources. These constitute liabilities of the government, but are not
included in the fiscal deficit calculations.”
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“On the revenue side, a lot of the expenditure on food subsidies is being picked up
by the Food Corporation of India (FCI), which has borrowed from the National Small
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Savings Fund on behalf of the government,” Mr. Srivastava added. “And so, when
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FCI has to service that debt, the government will have to come to rescue. So, these
are all government liabilities that are just gathering up.”
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In other words, since tax revenues either through direct taxes or indirect taxes did
not meet their targets last year and don’t look like they will this year, the only way
the government can increase its expenditure is by borrowing more. However, by
committing to repay debt taken on by the public sector on its behalf, the government
has tied its hands in this regard as well.
The only practical option before the government is for a favourable recommendation
by the Bimal Jalan committee on the quantum of the Reserve Bank of India’s reserves
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that can be transferred to the Centre.
“The information is that if you estimate how much of reserves the RBI has got based
on its past profits, then that comes to about 28% of its total assets and the global
norm is 14%,” Mr. Srivastava said. “It looks like there is room available for it to
transfer the excess to the government. That should close some of the shortfall in tax
revenues that happened in 2018-19.”
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Boosting consumption
There is another engine of economic growth, which, while firing strongly so far,
has now begun to show signs of weakness — private consumption expenditure.
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Individuals, driven by static salaries but increasing costs, have begun to defer
purchases and this can be seen in a number of metrics that have slowed down, such
as car sales. Boosting personal consumption can also go a long way in reviving the
private sector.
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One way to encourage individuals to spend more is to increase the amount of
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money in their pockets. That is, reduce the tax burden. There is some talk in the
Finance Ministry about reducing GST rates and addressing the revenue shortfall by
widening the tax net. The view among tax experts is that the tax rates currently are
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already significantly lower than those in the pre-GST era. And, while the impact of
a cut in rates affects revenues immediately, the positive impact of trying to increase
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tax compliance is felt with a delay.
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“While the existing GST rates for products are generally lower or at par with the
rates prevailing prior to the introduction of GST, there could be some cases where
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there is scope for further reductions, keeping in mind the revenue implications,”
M.S. Mani, Partner at Deloitte India said.
“While rate reductions would lead to an expansion of the tax base in the medium
term, it needs to be noted that collections go down immediately while the compliance
and expansion of the tax base happens over a period of time,” Mr. Mani added.
“In the next one year or so, the government could look at collapsing the 12% and 18%
categories into a 15-16% single category,” Pratik Jain, partner and national leader
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of Indirect Tax at PwC India, said. “While there is scope for expanding the tax base
by plugging the tax leakages, that is a process and cannot happen immediately.”

Sugar industry needs a shot of insulin
It is one of the unprecedented years for the sugar industry in the country, as the
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sugar season of 2018-2019 is expected to end in September with a high closing
stock of nearly 14.5 million tonnes. Though sugar production in the next season
might be lower compared with the current one, the focus of the industry and the
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government will largely be on reducing the inventory.
The estimated sugar production this year (October 2018 to September 2019) is 32.9
million tonnes as against the domestic consumption of 26 million tonnes. Exports
are likely to be three million tonnes, according to data available with the Indian
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Sugar Mills’ Association (ISMA). The government had targetted five million tonnes
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for export.

Sugar exports will have to continue next year too and the government should
facilitate higher exports, say industry sources.
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With deficit rains, sugar production may drop next season in Maharashtra and north
Karnataka.
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Even if there is a decline next year, the association expects the total production to
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be higher than the consumption. The 2019-2020 season will commence with an
opening stock of 14.62 million tonnes, one of the highest. As sugar will start flowing
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into the market in the new season only from mid-November, it is better to retain two
months’ stock (about five million tonnes). So, about seven million tonnes should be
exported next season and the government should come out with a policy for this in
July 2019. Only then, the mills can plan and go ahead with contracts, says Abinash
Verma, Director General of ISMA.
International price
International price for sugar (white sugar) in the current season is nearly Rs. 10 a

Economy

kg less compared to the domestic price. In an effort to encourage exports and to
make it attractive, the government had not only fixed mill-wise export quota, but also
linked some of the subsidy schemes to exports.
Yet, almost 35% of the industry did not participate for various reasons such as lack
of adequate production or stringent conditions to avail the subsidy.
As such, the industry has suggested to the government to make the export quota as
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an industry-wide quota, rather than mill-specific, and to modify the subsidy schemes,
so that they are WTO-compatible. “There are mills that are unable to meet the export
quota and some mills that want to export more than the quota. So, the government
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should leave it open,” says Mr. Verma.
On the international front, next season, a deficit of nearly four million tonnes is
expected. But its impact on the price will be known only later. If the norms are
relaxed for the subsidy schemes, more mills will get into exports. There will be no
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delay in getting the subsidy and the cash flow will improve for the mills. In March this
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year, the cane arrears pending for farmers was expected to be almost Rs. 30,000
crore. This should be lesser now. “The policies of the government should attempt
to solve both problems — cane price payment and sugar inventory,” according to
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ISMA.

Industry sources point out that the production cost works out to Rs. 34 a kg, while
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the minimum selling price in the domestic market fixed by the government is Rs. 31
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a kg. Apart from revising the minimum selling price upward to Rs. 35 a kg, it should
come out with a revenue-sharing formula for cane price. If India should export sugar,
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it should be competitive.

In Tamil Nadu, the industry points out that the support schemes of the Central
Government are all oriented to surplus production States. The mills in Tamil Nadu,
numbering about 40, face a peculiar situation of low capacity utilisation (35%) due
to reduction in cane production. The mills cannot export sugar as the production
(8.5 lakh tonnes) is not adequate even to meet the domestic needs of the State (18
lakh tonnes).

Economy

Tamil Nadu was the third or fourth largest producer of sugar in the country five years
ago, with an annual production of 23 lakh tonnes. Now, it is just one-third of that.
“We have created capacities and invested substantially. Tamil Nadu mills should be
exempted from the mandatory exports and the norms for subsidy schemes should
be relaxed to benefit the mills in the State,” says Palani G. Periasamy, chairman of
the South India Sugar Mills’ Association.
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Travel easy and safely
We saw the benefits of a hospitalisation policy while travelling abroad in the previous
instalment of Cover Note. What about several other niggling fears and threats that
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interfere with enjoying your break abroad or focussing on work?
Your typical overseas travel policy does cover many of these as well. It is a package
policy which protects you against the financial impact of loss of baggage, loss of
passport and travel documents, flight delays and trip cancellations, missed connections
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departures, hijack distress, emergency medical evacuation and repatriation of

c
.
m

remains to name some.
Cash advance

Some policies offer emergency cash advance, twice the SI as benefit in case of

u
r
fo

accident (as different from treatment expenses in case of an accident), a builtin personal liability cover and even a burglary cover for your home while you are
away.
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The sum insured (SI) of the policy applies across all sections and a specified SI
out of this is allocated for each section or each type of cover. For example, loss of
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passport could bring $250 or $300 by way of claims while for loss of baggage it is
around $1,000 whereas personal liability, should you be held responsible for injury to
someone else or property damage, could be $1,00,000 to $ 2,00,000 depending on
the insurance company, the policy and its options.
You should check deductibles under each section so that you get a true feel of the
extent of your coverage and also your burden in case of a claim. As with all insurance
policies, the devil is in the exclusions which you should study before you buy.

Economy

In travel policies the usual hospitalisation policy exclusions apply like pre-existing
conditions, claims arising out of suicide, attempted suicide, intentionally self-inflicted
injury or illness etc.
If you are travelling against medical advice or for the purpose of medical treatment
abroad, claims will not be payable.
The important thing about a travel policy is that you should buy it before undertaking
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the journey. You can cancel it only if the entire journey is cancelled (this does not
apply to multi-trip policies which we discussed earlier). If your trip is extended, you
can extend your policy period as well and that is a convenience. Some companies
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allow you to do it online.
Claims for these policies are administered by claims settling agencies in various
destination countries and they are similar in function to the third-party administrators
(TPAs) here.
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Their contact information will be on your policy document. Travel policies are also
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available abroad from insurance companies abroad and do present an option. But
with an Indian policy, you would have better access back home to the companies’
claims’ mechanism and the complaints and grievances’ procedures of the company
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and the regulator, Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India (IRDAI)
as well.
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Getting the most out of MFs

When you invest in mutual fund (MF) schemes, you will, in most cases, be better off

s
a

choosing its growth plan option over its dividend plan. Here’s why.
If your goal is to generate wealth for the long-term, growth plans can help you do
this far better than dividend plans. In growth plans, the gains made are re-invested
into the scheme and so, your investment can potentially grow and compound
automatically over the long-term. On the other hand, in dividend plans, the gains
made by the scheme may be paid to you as dividends. So, the gains do not get reinvested into the scheme, and compounding does not happen automatically.

Economy

Note that in MF schemes, dividends are paid only from the gains made on the
investment. Essentially, money belonging to investors is returned to them. So, the
net asset value (NAV) of the dividend plan unit falls to the extent of the dividend
declared.
Tax efficiency
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Even if your goal is regular income receipts from your MF investments, dividend
plans are not the way to go. One, the dividends are not assured. A MF scheme can
declare dividends only from its distributable surplus. There may be times when a
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scheme is going through a rough patch and might not have enough to distribute as
dividends. Even if times are good, the fund house is under no obligation to declare
dividends.
Next, dividend payouts by MF schemes fare poorly on the taxation test; and the
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investor bears the brunt. Dividends on equity-oriented MFs are subject to dividend
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distribution tax (DDT) of 10%. Add surcharge (12%) and cess (4%), and the effective
rate of DDT is about 11.65% On non-equity-oriented MF schemes, the DDT is
25%. Add surcharge (12%) and cess (4%), and the effective DDT rate is a mighty
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29.12%.

If you plan to hold your equity fund for 12 months or less, the dividend plan is better
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than the growth plan since dividends will be taxed at a lower rate (10.4%) than the
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STCG (15.6%). But if you plan to hold the equity fund for more than 12 months
or longer periods — this is usually recommended — the growth plan will, in most

s
a

cases, score over the dividend plan. Since LTCG on equity funds up to Rs. 1 lakh a
year is exempt from tax, the tax outgo will be lower. Also, if you can calibrate your
redemptions and restrict the LTCG in a year to Rs. 1 lakh, you can avoid the tax
completely.

On non-equity MFs, gains on sale of units held for 36 months or less are considered
STCG — this is taxed at the investor’s slab rate (5, 20 or 30%, plus cess). LTCG
on sale of such funds (held for more than 36 months) are taxed at 20% (20.8%,
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including cess) after indexation benefit.
The takeaway here is growth plans invariably score over dividend plans in nonequity funds.
That’s because on STCG in non-equity funds, the tax rate for most investors (5.2%
or 20.8%) is lower than the DDT (29.12%). For investors in the highest tax slab
(31.2%) looking to sell within 36 months or less, dividend plans may be somewhat
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better but the difference between the tax rates is not much.
For investors who will be holding non-equity funds for more than 36 months, the
growth plan is a clear winner since the tax rate on LTCG (20.8% after indexation) is
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lower than the DDT (29.12 %).
In both equity and non-equity plans, the entire number of dividends are taxed while
only the gain portion on sale of investments is taxed.
If you seek regular income from your MFs, it is better to go for the systematic
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withdrawal plan (SWP) option — after 12 months in equity funds and after 36 months
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in non-equity funds — to qualify the gains as LTCG.
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‘Fixed income can also be volatile’

The negative news flow and the record downgrades of debt instruments has made

t
n

investors wary of investing in fixed income funds, but such schemes should still
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be a part of an investor’s portfolio, says A. Balasubramanian, CEO, Aditya Birla
Sun Life Asset Management Company. Mr. Balasubramanian, who manages assets
totalling Rs. 2.65 lakh crore, believes that the ongoing crisis in the debt segment
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is at its peak and should subside soon as corporates are in the midst of resolution
processes. Excerpts:

There have been a record number of debt downgrades in this year. Do you
think debt schemes are going through their worst phase?
Definitely the last eight-nine months have been a tough time for mutual funds
because of the fact that they have grown in size, and also because they’ve offered
innovative products such as credit risk fund and accrual kind of funds. And these

Economy

funds have a focus on investing in fixed income bearing securities.
And then if a downgrade happens, it has an effect on the price and the net asset value
(NAV) of the scheme. Generally, people are not used to that kind of development
under fixed income, as the assumption is that one will get linear return.
While you get return in the long run, you have to go through cycles because these
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schemes are completely pass through vehicles. While this is understood very well in
equity, it’s not so much understood in fixed income. But after the current mayhem,
investors will understand that fixed income can also be volatile. Debt capital market
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is going through a tough time which is due to local issues or our country specific
issues in the credit market.
Is it because of so many downgrades in the recent past such products have invited a
lot of criticism though there are no fundamental issues with the products as such?
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One must appreciate that mutual funds’ 100% disclosure practice does enable a

c
.
m

better understanding of the portfolios.

At the same time, given the 100% disclosure, analysis both on exposure and its
impact on the NAV is quite instantaneous, which leads to increase in noise levels.
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The news flow too has been quite frequent.

Hence, one has to stay patient to such noise level, as the recovery of loss is high
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due to the interest accrual component in a fixed income portfolio. As a result of this,

a
r
i
p

if there is at all any loss, it is in the overall income or returns and not in the absolute
value.
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In May, the outflows from credit risk funds saw a three-fold rise compared to
April. Do you expect a similar trend going ahead?
I think it’s done. I think we are at the peak of the crisis. We might stay here for some
time and then we will see that it is coming down. We need one or two resolutions.
The moment Zee resolution happens, one problem will be out. NCLT is looking at
IL&FS and once a resolution is done, that problem would be out. Similarly, for DHFL
and ADAG. All the processes are on track. But the question mark is on the time

Economy

frame and hence we all need patience.
So, do you think this is a time when investors can look at debt funds or will
they be better off with equity?
Fixed income has to be a part of the portfolio, without any doubt. Around 50% of the
portfolio should be in fixed income and the other 50% in equity and one should be
flexible in the allocation. And, both equity and debt should be looked upon as long

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
term bets.
Both assets can lose money, but you should hold for long term. Debt should not be
looked upon as something with a one-year horizon. So, while one should always

JUNE 2019

VOL.58

have fixed income in the portfolio, one must also remember that fixed income can
also stay volatile.
How do you see the inflows in MFs going ahead considering that the markets
have been quite volatile?
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We are seeing a very high level of commitment by the newly elected members to
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drive the Indian economy to the next level among emerging markets.
There is optimism returning to the market.

Now, the question is about earnings coming back, which takes time. But overseas
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investors look at India more seriously now because of political stability.
We might probably see a decade of stability. So, if you look at a decade of stability,
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then economic growth has to come back along with that. Therefore, my view is there
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will be an increase in flows into the mutual funds, both in equity and fixed income.
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FM holds talks with financial sector regulators on budget
Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman reviewed the state of the economy and
discussed various budget-related suggestions and proposals at a meeting with
financial sector regulators here .
Ms. Sitharaman will present the first budget of the new government on July 5 against
the backdrop of India’s economy hitting a five-year low growth of 6.8% in 2018-19.
Financial sector regulators, including RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das, SEBI Chairman
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Ajay Tyagi, and IRDAI chief Subhash Chandra Khuntia, and top Finance Ministry
officials were present at the meeting of the Financial Stability and Development
Council (FSDC) headed by the Finance Minister, the government said in a
statement.
“As discussed in the other FSDC meetings, there was a general review of the current
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state of the economy, of the overall macro-economic situation, global developments,
and there was a discussion on the forthcoming budget and various budget-related
suggestions and proposals,” the RBI governor said after the meeting.
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Asked if any stimulus was required to prop up the economy, the Governor said, “It
is for the government to decide, and its the Finance Minister’s prerogative to take a
call on such matters.”
Mr. Das further said the Bimal Jalan committee, looking into the size of capital
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reserves that the RBI should hold, is likely to submit its final report by June-end.
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Banks’ association tweaks inter creditor agreement
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The Indian Banks’ Association has tweaked the inter-creditor agreement (ICA) that
was framed by the Sashakt Committee, to keep it in line with the revised guidelines
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of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI) on stressed assets resolution announced on
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June 7.

Review period

The revised norm had mandated that if there was a default by any lender, all lenders
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should review the borrower account within 30 days of the default, which is termed
‘review period’, and to chalk out a resolution plan. It has been made mandatory for
all the lenders to enter into an ICA within the review period.
RBI had said ICA must “provide that any decision agreed to by lenders representing
75% by value of total outstanding credit facilities and 60% of lenders by number
shall be binding upon all the lenders.”
IBA has now drafted the ICA in consultation with Cyril Amarchand Mangaldas, who
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also advised on the ICA recommended by the Sashakt Committee.
As many as 36 banks and financial institutions had endorsed the Sashakt Committee
recommendations.
The revised ICA has been circulated by the IBA to the member banks and financial
institutions.
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SEBI sets up panel to review margins on derivatives
Based on the feedback that the existing margin requirements in the derivatives
segment is pushing up cost of trading while not managing risk in the most efficient
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manner, the Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) has decided to review
the current framework of margins in the futures and options segment.
The capital markets regulator has set up a working group, headed by NSE Clearing
Ltd., to look into the issue and submit its recommendations to the Secondary Market
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Advisory Committee.
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This assumes significance as lower cost of trading was primarily the reason why
institutional investors preferred to trade in Nifty contracts on SGX at Singapore rather
than on the highly liquid derivatives segment of the National Stock Exchange (NSE).
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Incidentally, a recent study jointly conducted by Association of National Exchanges
Members of India (ANMI) and consultancy firm Ernst & Young (EY) highlighted the
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fact that trading in derivatives in India costs much more when compared with most
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of the other leading markets due to a variety of margins that are imposed on the
traders.
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It further disclosed that unlike other markets where higher event-based margins are
applied temporarily during instances of increased volatility, Indian bourses levy a
variety of margins during the normal course thereby pushing up the overall cost of
trading.

“Margin requirements in India are excessive and highest of any comparable market
and there is an urgent need to rationalise this system,” said Rajesh Baheti, director,
ANMI.

Economy

“We have been engaging with the SEBI for the past couple of years on the issue
and have conveyed to the regulator that margining as a tool should address risk of
a given portfolio but should not be used to control market volumes or exposures...
We are glad that after relentless pursuit, SEBI has agreed to a review of margining
practices,” added Mr. Baheti, who is also the managing director and chief executive
officer of Crosseas Capital.
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Meanwhile, as per ANMI-EY report, while every other market has a single margin
system or SPAN margin, India levies exposure margin and excessive short option
margin as part of the initial SPAN margin.
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“In India, initial margin in equity F&O segment consists of SPAN margin, exposure
margin and other additional margins... Across global exchanges considered under
review, only SPAN margin is collected as the initial margin. Intermittent periods of
higher volatility are covered by applying event-based margins,” stated the report.
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GST Council eases returns filing process

The Goods and Services Tax (GST) Council, at its 35th meeting, took a number of

u
r
fo

decisions aimed at easing the registration and returns filing process, including the
use of Aadhaar for registrations, introduction of e-invoicing and setting a deadline for
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the roll-out of the single-return filing system.
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The meeting, chaired by Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, decided to
allow the use of Aadhaar as the identity and address proof for registration for the
GST. No other documents would be required, and authentication can be done using
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a one-time password, Revenue Secretary Ajay Bhushan Pandey told reporters.
“The Council also approved into law decisions taken by it in earlier meetings, such as
raising the turnover threshold for GST registration to Rs. 40 lakh a year, from Rs. 20
lakh a year, and extending the Composition Scheme to services,” Mr. Pandey said.
“These were earlier by notification, now they have been put in the law.”
Electronic Invoicing
The Council also decided to introduce the electronic invoicing system in a phased

Economy

manner for B2B transactions. Phase-1 is proposed to be voluntary and would roll out
from January 1, 2020.
Related to this, the Council also decided that registered multiplexes shall be required
to issue a tax invoice electronically and for this purpose an electronic ticket issued by
them shall be deemed to be a tax invoice.
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“The decision to implement the e-invoicing model means that technology will
continue to play a critical role in tax administration,” Pratik Jain, Partner & Leader,
Indirect Tax, PwC India said. “While this system could initially be implemented for
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the B2B segment only, but with e-ticketing for multi-screen cinema halls a similar
mechanism is also proposed for B2C segment.”
“One of the major decisions is roll-out of e-invoicing concept from January 2020,
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which will remove the burden of generating e-waybill,” Vishal Raheja, Deputy General
Manager of GST at Taxmann said. “This concept will be a milestone towards ease
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of doing business as the taxpayer will generate the invoice electronically and there
would not be any requirement to generate an e-waybill.”
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In addition, the tenure of the National Anti-Profiteering Authority has been extended
by two years.
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“Now that GST Council has approved extension of National Anti-Profiteering
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Authority by two years, one would expect the framing of rules and guidance from
Government as to what constitutes profiteering,” said R. Muralidharan, Senior
Director, Deloitte India.
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IRDAI okays standalone own-damage policy
The Insurance Regulatory and Development Authority of India (IRDAI) allowed
insurers, with effect from September 1, to issue standalone annual own damage
(OD) cover for cars and two-wheelers, both new and old.
“Consequently, the issuance of bundled policies for cars and two-wheelers will not

Economy

be compulsory,” the regulator said in a partial modification of a circular it had issued
in August in the backdrop of a Supreme Court order.
Policyholders have the option to renew the OD component of a bundled cover
falling due on or after September 1, 2019, with the same insurer or different insurer,
on an annual basis, the latest circular on IRDAI said.
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Insurers will, however, continue to have the option to offer package policies, in
addition to stand-alone OD and TP (third party) policies. Long term, stand-alone
OD policy will not be permitted for the present, the regulator said. Last year,
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implementing the directions of the Supreme Court, the regulator had introduced
longer-term third-party cover for new vehicles — three years for cars and five years
for two-wheelers.
In doing so, it had given insurers the options of providing long-term package cover
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comprising motor TP and OD insurance for three or five years as the case may be;
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or a bundled cover with a three or five-year term for the third-party component and
a one-year term for the OD.

The introduction of the mandatory long-term TP insurance cover meant an increase
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in the cost of insuring new cars and two-wheelers, something that automakers
sought to cite as a reason for slowdown in sales.
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While permitting the issue of standalone OD and TP covers, the IRDAI has asked
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the insurance companies to ensure that those seeking OD should have a valid TP.
“Insurers shall ensure that OD cover is offered only if a motor TP cover is already
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in existence or is taken simultaneously.”

‘No cap on H-1B visas in reprisal for data norms’
The U.S. State Department has said that it is not considering capping the number
of H-1B visas for countries that adopt laws that restrict data being taken out of their
borders (‘data localisation’).
The comments are a reaction to a report by the news agency Reuters, which said

Economy

the U.S. was considering capping H-1Bs at 10-15% of all H-1Bs for countries that
had a data localisation policy.
“The U.S. has no plans to place caps on H-1B work visas for nations that force
foreign companies to store data locally,” a State Department spokesperson told The
Hindu via email.
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“The Trump Administration’s ‘Buy American and Hire American’ executive order
called for a broad review of U.S. worker visa programmes, including the H-1B
programme,” the statement from the spokesperson said, adding, “This review is
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not targeted at a specific country and is completely separate from our ongoing
discussions with India about the importance of ensuring the free flow of data across
borders.”
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Permanent residency

The H-1B visa allows temporary employment of foreign workers in U.S.- based
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firms, in occupations that “require the theoretical and practical application of a body
of highly specialised knowledge and a bachelor’s degree or higher in the specific
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specialty, or its equivalent,” as per the U.S. Citizenship and Information Services
(USCIS). The H-1B, while being a temporary visa, is a pathway to permanent
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residency (a “Green Card”) in the U.S.
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There is a Congressionally-mandated cap of 65,000 H-1B visas under the general
category and a further 20,000 for advanced degree holders.
However, there are no country-wise caps for H-1B. Some H-1Bs — such as those for
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academic, research jobs and non-profit organisation positions — are cap exempt.
The Trump administration had taken several steps to tighten the screws on the H1B programme, since U.S. President Donald Trump signed the ‘Buy American and
Hire American’ order in April 2017.
Some of these changes have focussed on combating fraud (such as through site
visits) and ensuring that the probability of higher qualified workers getting visas is
increased (such as by reversing the order in which general and master’s degree
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H-1B lotteries are conducted each year).
Less attractive
Other changes have made the H-1B programme less attractive.
For instance, an attempt to prevent H-1B spouses from getting a work permits (an
‘H4 EAD’) is in the works and could severely alter family dynamics and the ability of
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foreign worker families in the U.S. to support themselves.
The Reuters report came days before U.S. Secretary of State Michael Pompeo is
due in New Delhi in preparation for talks between Prime Minister Narendra Modi,
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U.S. President Donald Trump and Japanese Prime Minister Shinzo Abe in Osaka,
Japan on June 28-29, where they would discuss the strategy for the Indo-Pacific.
Mr. Pompeo’s discussions in New Delhi are also expected to feature a list of
contentious topics between India and the U.S., including data localisation, 5G
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telecommunication, India’s plans to purchase the S-400 Triumf missile defence
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system from Russia.

“During his June 12 speech, Secretary Pompeo highlighted the significance we
attach to the U.S.- India relationship, and noted he looked forward to his trip to New
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Delhi next week to advance our strategic partnership,” a spokesperson said.
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Tea Association seeks curbs on extension of tea-growing
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areas

Tea Association of India (TAI) wants State governments to restrict new lands being
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brought under tea cultivation for at least five years, in order to bring a balance in tea
demand and supply.

Pointing out that the economic sustainability of the organised tea plantation sector
was in jeopardy due to shrunken margins on account of a mismatch between
production costs and tea prices, TAI said that the livelihood of over five million
people, directly and indirectly employed in this sector, was threatened.
The TAI release noted that between 2008 and 2018, tea prices increased by about

Economy

4.8% CAGR whereas wage costs, which comprise about 65% of total production
cost, increased by over 10% CAGR. Other input expenses have risen by over 7%
CAGR.
According to TAI, prices have not risen due to the rapid increase in tea supply,
especially from the small tea growers (STG) segment. In 2018, this segment
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accounted for a 48 % share in India’s output of 1,338 million kg against 20% in
2003.
This rapid growth of the small grower sector has led to the emergence of a dual
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business model, with completely different costs of production, and one in which
most of the organised plantations are faced with selling teas below their cost of
production. This is mainly because the STG segment is not governed by the same
laws as the large estates are.
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Budget: realty sector wants govt. to tackle NBFC crisis

The real estate sector wants the Budget to spur growth and provide a solution to

u
r
fo

the NBFC liquidity crisis. Developers and experts said the government must accord
high importance to infrastructure growth, which will provide impetus to real estate.

t
n

“India needs a stable political and investment climate supported by growth-oriented
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Union Budget 2019. Realty sector needs strong demand through economic
activities, including continued infrastructure development, and easy availability of
capital,” said Sanjay Dutt, MD and CEO, Tata Realty and Infrastructure Ltd. and
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Tata Housing Development Company.
The Centre should implement specific initiatives to complement and accelerate
growth through policy changes. “Overall, we are confident that this Budget would
provide the right traction to the industry and prepare it to lead at the global front,”
he said.
Farshid Cooper, MD, Spenta Corporation, said: “We look forward to a swift solution
to the NBFC liquidity crisis and intervention from the RBI to stabilise the banking

Economy

sector. Further, we expect progressive and sustainable tax laws, which will make
compliance easy.” He said additionally, there should be a stringent focus on affordable
housing and unwavering support of all stakeholders to ensure the mission ‘Housing
for All’ regains momentum.
Shishir Baijal, CMD, Knight Frank India, said, “Last few Budgets have taken steps
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to stimulate affordable housing demand. But conversion of latent demand to actual
sales have remained slow.”
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GST’s performance versus promise
As the Budget draws nearer, the GST revenue picture has assumed great
importance. The fiscal projections and the ability to fund welfare schemes hinge on

m
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this. Therefore, we have to ask a fundamental question on how GST revenue has
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done? Has performance lived up to its promise? From the evidence available, the
answer would be a qualified ‘Yes’.

The widespread perception that the GST revenue growth has not done well is unfair
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as the GST revenue performance should not be measured against the ambitious
targets set, but against the growth of the nominal GDP.
First-year, first show
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An assessment was made by Kapil Patidar and Arvind Subramanian in June
2018.
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This showed that in the first year of implementation of GST, revenues grew by
11.9% and the buoyancy was 1.2. A buoyancy ratio over 1 shows progressiveness
in the revenue growth and opens up the prospect of a rising tax-to-GDP ratio. This
is a significant improvement over the pre-GST period when the buoyancy ratios
for State value added tax (VAT) and Central indirect taxes like central excise and
service tax were less than 1. The revenue performance is especially creditable given
the transitional difficulties during implementation and teething technical problems

Economy

with the GST network (GSTN).
Some other analyses show that the tax-to-final consumption expenditure also grew
from 10.3% in the year before GST (2015-16) to 11.9% (including adjustments
for transitional credits) in 2017-18. However, the State-wise picture shows that
some States did better than the others. The States that had a high percentage
of origin-based taxes in subsumed revenues — Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Himachal
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Pradesh, Punjab and Odisha — were found to lag behind in subsequent revenue
performance. The relative buoyancy of GST revenue compared to the pre-GST
period is not surprising. This is a result of two factors.
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One, the design of GST integrated the entire value chain from raw material to
retail for the purpose of indirect taxation. This design reduced non-compliance in
downstream trading, as these entities chose to register to avail of the input tax
credit generated upstream.
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The GST revenue growth will reach a steady normal rate only when the effect of
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the transitional credits are extinguished. Here, the trends are promising. This is
also indicated by the fact that monthly CGST revenues are slowly inching towards
monthly SGST revenues — the utilisation of the transitional credits has a greater
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impact on the CGST rather than the SGST. It is for this reason that GST revenue
buoyancy is likely to do much better in the coming year.
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This, however, requires some policy measures going forward. First, the revenue
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performance of the composition dealer has been disappointing.
Therefore, the imposition of duty on the composition dealers levied on the Reverse
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Charge Mechanism (RCM) basis could be an important anti-evasion measure going
forward. Second, the introduction of the new GST annual return form and matching
of invoices will substantially improve compliance.
Third, the GST taxable base must be expanded to include petroleum products
(especially aviation turbine fuel and natural gas in the first round), then bring in
real estate and electricity. A further surge in GST revenue will happen once land
and real estate is brought under the GST net. This will clean up the land market

Economy

and the revenue gains will be more on the direct tax side as more transactions are
reported under GST. Fourth, greater coordination between investigation agencies
in the CBDT and CBIC could yield better results.
The I-T department has already incorporated GST registration and turnover
information in their return formats. Finally, the policy to improve revenue buoyancy
has to be data driven.
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Unfortunately, today, detailed sector-wise analysis of revenue is hampered by lack of
separate data on the sectoral profile of the new registrants and of separate revenue
trends for goods and services. There is a perception in many States that revenue

JUNE 2019

VOL.58

from services has lagged expectations. This can be rectified by a small modification
in the format of the GST annual return. This modification would require companies
to indicate the HSN (Harmonised System of Nomenclature) code in eight digits in
respect of goods supplied by them and accounting codes of each of the services
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provided.
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Duty payment in cash should be indicated code wise for each of the goods and
services. In conclusion, one could use the metaphor of the mythological churning of
the ocean by the Devas to generate nectar resulting in the poison surfacing first.
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The implementation of GST similarly has seen transitional difficulties coming to the
forefront in the initial period. Hopefully, in future, we will see the GST yield more of
the promised nectar.
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RBI Deputy Governor Viral Acharya quits

s
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His comments were made in the context of a wide range of differences between the
government and the RBI which became evident in the subsequent weeks and which
led to the resignation of the then Governor, Urjit Patel, in December.
Interestingly, Mr. Patel also cited personal reasons when he resigned.
Mr. Acharya’s decision has not surprised many as his differences with the government
over several issues came to the public domain. He was appointed in January 2017
on a three-year term. An inflation hawk, he voted against a reduction in interest

Economy

rate in the February and April monetary policy reviews, while four other members,
including RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das, voted in favour. Mr. Das, who chaired his
first policy review meeting in February, succeeded Mr. Patel in December.
Monetary policy is expected to be more dovish with Mr. Acharya’s exit, economists
have predicted.
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Finance Ministry officials sought to downplay the possible political aspect of Mr.
Acharya’s resignation. “He cited personal reasons for his resignation and that should
be respected,” a senior official told The Hindu . “The Finance Ministry will now look
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at potential applicants for the post. That process will now begin. First, we need to
receive applications before we can say who is in the running or not.”

New Zealand’s Fonterra enters Indian dairy market
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Fonterra Future Dairy Pvt. Ltd., a joint venture between New Zealand’s dairy nutrition
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company Fonterra and Kishore Biyani’s Future Consumer, has entered the valueadded dairy products market in India with its new brand Dreamery targeted at youth
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and urban families.

The Dreamery range, comprising dahi (curd), ultra-high temperature (UHT) toned
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milk, and chocolate and strawberry milkshakes will be available in markets across
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western India in the first phase, followed by the south and then the rest of India.
The company plans to have pan-India distribution in two years and targets 5%
market share of value-added dairy products in five to seven years.
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Currently, India’s organised dairy products market is estimated at Rs. 1 lakh crore,
and value-added products constitute 20% of the segment.

SEBI tightens norms for MF investments
In a reaction to a series of credit-related events that put investor money at risk,
markets regulator Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) tightened norms

Economy

on investments by mutual funds (MFs).
Vowing to take action against MFs getting into standstill agreements with the
promoters of companies, SEBI Chairman, Ajay Tyagi said, “We don’t recognise any
such standstill agreements. MFs are not banks and there is nothing called ‘standstill’.
They (MFs) are investing rather than lending and some of these restrictions have
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been put to bring in more discipline.”
Last month, the markets watchdog had questioned the legality of an agreement
between some fund houses and the Essel Group, giving the business house time till
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September to repay its dues.
Early this year, the Anil Ambani-led Reliance Group had reached an understanding
with more than 90% of its lenders to avoid sale of any stock pledged by the promoters
until September 30.
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This was despite the collateral cover shrinking and margins contracting following an
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unprecedented fall in share prices of the group firms.

SEBI is also looking into the recent stake sale by Emami promoters in the company
to raise Rs. 1,600 crore from a group of investors, including SBI Mutual Fund.
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Announcing a slew of reforms after its board meeting , Mr. Tyagi said that there was
a need to improve enforcement on all fronts.
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SEBI’s board had decided on key reforms over liquid funds, credit rating firms,
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promoters’ pledge of shares, and royalty payments.

SEBI said MFs will now be mandated to invest in only listed non-convertible

s
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debentures. All fresh investments by MFs in commercial papers (CPs) and equities
will also be allowed only in listed securities and liquid mutual fund schemes will have
to hold at least 20% in liquid assets.
Protecting investors
Amit Singh, CEO, Investica, an online platform for investing in mutual funds said,
“Today’s SEBI meeting has created a tighter framework for debt mutual funds which
will ensure that investors are not exposed to undue risk. By making it mandatory to

Economy

invest in listed NCDs and CPs, SEBI has taken a step towards ensuring the liquidity
of the instruments.
Valuation of securities in debt funds will now be on mark-to-market value and hence,
there will uniformity across the industry with fair valuation of each debt security.”
“The cap on sectoral limit of 25% shall be reduced to 20%. The additional exposure
of 15% to HFCs shall be restructured to 10% to HFCs and 5% in securitised debt,”

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
said SEBI in a statement.
In a further tightening, promoters, promoter groups and persons acting in concert
(PACs) will need to disclose the reason for creating an encumbrance as soon as
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20% of their share capital is leveraged.
SEBI also approved the framework for issuance of differential voting rights (DVRs)
and introduction of superior voting rights for tech companies, which will be effective

m
o

from July 01, 2019.

Welcoming SEBI’s move to allow DVRs for Indian tech companies, Bhavish Aggarwal,
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founder, Ola, in a tweet said, “I‘m certain this will encourage Indian companies to
list within the country, backed by our own people. Made in India businesses and
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entrepreneurs can control their destiny and build for the world!.”
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NBFC crisis separated the good from the bad, says RBI
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The on-going crisis in the non-banking financial companies (NBFC) sector has
brought it under greater market discipline, even as the better performing companies
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continued to raise funds, while those with an asset liability mismatch and asset
quality concerns faced higher borrowing costs, the Reserve Bank of India said in its
half-yearly Financial Stability Report.
NBFCs are facing a crisis of confidence post the IL&FS debt default in September
last year, with a sharp increase in their borrowing costs.
As on March 31, there were 9,659 NBFCs registered with the RBI, of which 88 can
accept public deposits.

Economy

“Despite the dip in confidence, better-performing NBFCs with strong fundamentals
were able to manage their liquidity even though their funding costs moved with
market sentiments and risk perceptions,” the report said.
While bank borrowings, debentures and commercial papers are the major sources
of funding for the NBFCs, borrowings from banks have shown an increasing trend
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as their (banks) share in total borrowings has increased from 23.6% in March 2018
to 29.2% in March 2019 and NBFCs’ dependence on debentures declined.
“This indicates that banks are compensating for the reduced market access for
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NBFCs in the wake of stress in the sector,” the RBI said. Commercial paper issuance
by NBFCs sharply declined post the IL&FS default.
Gross non-performing assets (NPA) of the NBFC sector as a percentage of total
advances increased from 5.8% in 2017-18 to 6.6% in 2018-19, though the net NPA
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ratio declined marginally.
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Their capital adequacy ratio (CAR) also moderated to 19.3% as on March 2019 as
compared to 22.8% a year ago. The stress test revealed that their CAR may decline
further.
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NPAs down, credit growth picking up: RBI
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Gross non-performing assets in the banking system have declined for the second
consecutive half year, while credit growth is picking up, the Reserve Bank of India
(RBI) said in the half yearly Financial Stability report.
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“With the bulk of the legacy non-performing assets (NPAs) already recognised in
the banking books, the NPA cycle seems to have turned around,” the report said.
Gross NPA ratio declined to 9.3% as on March 2019. It was 10.8% in September
2018 and 11.5% in March 2018.
Further decline
Gross NPAs could further decline to 9% by March 2020, the macro stress tests
indicated.

Economy

Following capital infusion by the government in public sector banks, the overall
capital adequacy ratio of commercial banks improved from 13.7% in September
2018 to 14.3% in March 2019, with state-run banks’ CAR improving from 11.3%
to 12.2% during the period. However, there was a marginal decline in the CAR of
private sector banks.
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In his foreword, RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das said state-run lenders showed a
noticeable improvement with recapitalisation, with both provision coverage as well
as capital adequacy improving, though a significant rise in provisioning had impacted
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the bottomline.
Highlighting the need for governance reforms, Mr. Das said that the proof of the
pudding lay in the public sector banks’ ability to attract private capital through market
discipline, rather than being overly dependent on the government for capital.
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With the number of banks having more than 20% gross NPAs coming down in March
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2019, RBI said this implied a broader improvement in asset quality. Credit growth of
public sector banks were at 9.6% while private lendsers continue to robust growth of
21%. Overall credit growth marginally improved to 13.2% in March 2019 from 13.1%
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in September 2018.

“Credit growth of scheduled commercial banks (SCBs) picked up, with public sector
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banks (PSBs) registering near double-digit growth,” RBI said.
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The picture is not so rosy on the macroeconomic front, as private consumption turned
weak and a widening current account deficit have exerted pressure on the fiscal
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front. “This has implications for the government’s market borrowing programme and
market interest Rates,” RBI said, observing that reviving private investment demand
remained a key challenge going forward. Mr. Das said a dip in consumption and
private investment exerted pressure on the fiscal situation, but with current inflation
outlook remaining moderate, growth could help alleviate fiscal constraints to some
extent.

Economy
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India, Maldives sign six key agreements
Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s visit to the Maldives , his first state visit abroad since
being re-elected to office, was marked by the signing of six key agreements and
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substantive bilateral level talks, reaffirming cooperation between the two countries.
President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih conferred upon Mr. Modi the Maldives’ highest
honour — the Rule of Nishan Izzuddeen.
Addressing the Maldivian parliament, the Majlis, Mr. Modi said the relations between
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India and the Maldives are older than history. “Today I want to emphasise that every
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Indian is with you for the strengthening of democracy in the Maldives,” he said.
‘A threat to civilisation’

Stressing the need for global cooperation in combating terror, he said terrorism is
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not just a threat to a country but to the entire civilisation. “It is very unfortunate that
people are still making the mistake of distinguishing between good terrorists and
bad terrorists,” he said.
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“State sponsorship of terrorism is the biggest threat the world is facing today,” Mr.
Modi said, adding, “Combating terrorism and radicalization is the most accurate test
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of the leadership in the world.”

The Memoranda of Understanding covered areas such as hydrography, health,
passenger and cargo services by sea, capacity-building in customs and civil service
training. A technical agreement on sharing ‘White Shipping Information’ between the
Indian Navy and the Maldives National Defence Force was also signed to facilitate
exchange of prior information on the movement of commercial and non-military
vessels.
Radar system opened

International

According to a joint statement, Mr. Modi and Mr. Solih jointly inaugurated a Coastal
Surveillance Radar System and a training facility of the Maldives National Defence
Force by remote link.
Hail agreement
“Both leaders welcomed the signing of the $800-million Line of Credit Agreement
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in March 2019 for assisting the Maldives in achieving sustainable social and
economic development. The leaders stressed the need to work towards expeditious
implementation of people-centric and socio-economic projects,” the joint statement
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India, Portugal to join hands in setting up maritime museum
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India and Portugal will cooperate in the setting up of a national maritime heritage
museum at Lothal in Gujarat.
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The Indian Navy is keen to be a stakeholder in the project and the Portuguese Navy
has agreed to assist with their experience of administering the maritime museum in
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Lisbon, according to defence sources.

Initial discussions were held during the visit of Portuguese Defence Minister João
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Gomes Cravinho to India in April. “It was agreed that we could work together to

a
r
i
p

develop the maritime museum at the ancient Indian site of Lothal. Portugal Navy
looks after their museum in Lisbon so it was discussed that we in India could follow
a similar model,” a defence source said.
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A Defence Ministry-led delegation would visit Portugal to study the existing museum,
the source added.

The Government of India has allocated a grant for building the maritime museum
and the foundation stone for the project was laid by Prime Minister Narendra Modi
in March.
The project is being implemented by the Ministry of Shipping through its Sagarmala
programme, with the involvement of the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), the

International

State government and other stakeholders.

China upbeat on Xi-Modi meet at SCO
China invited India to join a budding international effort to counter headwinds of
“trade protectionism and unilateralism” and brainstorm ways to address “bullying
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practices of the United States”.
In response to question ahead of a meeting of Chinese President Xi Jinping and Prime
Minister Narendra Modi on the sidelines of a summit of the Shanghai Cooperation
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Organisation (SCO) that begins in Bishkek , Chinese Vice-Foreign Minister Zhang
Hanhui said at a press conference that “trade frictions between China and the
United States and the spectre of trade frictions between the United States and India”
could become an “important topic” for talks. He added: “Trade protectionism and
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unilateralism are very much on the rise. How to respond to the bullying practices of

c
.
m

the United States... its practices of trade protectionism is an important question.”
Hope for consensus

Mr. Zhang hoped that talks between the two leaders would yield “extensive

u
r
fo

consensus” to counter trade protectionism and uphold “justice”. He was upbeat
that the upcoming dialogue between Mr. Xi and Mr. Modi would “not only enhance
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bilateral trade (but) also play an important role in promoting global economy”. The
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talks between the two leaders are likely to be part of broader dialogue between
China and other countries at the summit.
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The Chinese official also stressed that at a personal level, the two leaders are “good
friends”. He singled out last year’s “very successful informal summit in Wuhan,”
which has imparted “strategic guidance for the development of China-India relations,
paving the way for stable growth of China-India relations in the long run”.
An official source had earlier told The Hindu that China was keen to step up
preparations for the next informal summit between Mr. Xi and Mr. Modi as a followup to the Wuhan conclave. During official discussions, Varanasi has been proposed
as a possible venue for the summit.

International

The rising trade and technology tensions with the U.S. appear have spurred
China to seek new allies and attempt forging new rules of international trade and
commerce.

United States open to talks on GSP with India, says Pompeo
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U.S. Secretary of State Michael Pompeo hinted that it was possible to reinstate the
Generalised System of Preferences (GSP), a program for preferential access to
certain goods markets in the U.S., for India. The administration official is expected
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to discuss the issue as well as 5G network technology and data localization while in
New Delhi later this month on a visit.
“We’ll probably discuss the recent decision about the GSP program…we remain
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open to dialogue, and hope that our friends in India will drop their trade barriers and
trust the competitiveness of their own companies, their own businesses, their own
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people and private sector companies,” Mr. Pompeo said as he previewed his trip to
New Delhi during a speech the U.S. India Business Council’s India Ideas Summit in

u
r
fo

Washington D.C.
For free data flow
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In addition to the GSP, data localisation regulations and proposed policies have
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been a source of friction between the two countries.

“We’ll also push for free flow of data across borders, not just to help American
companies, but to protect data and secure consumers’ privacy,” Mr. Pompeo said.
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“And speaking of privacy, we are eager to help India establish secure communications
networks — including 5G networks,” the Secretary of State said.
The Trump administration is pushing its allies and partner countries to block the
Chinese telecom giant Huawei from participating in building their next generation
(5G) telecommunication networks and has put Huawei on a trade blacklist for U.S.
companies.
In a speech that went to some lengths to stress that Washington understood India’s
post-Independence economic history and current geopolitical realities, Mr Pompeo

International touched on a common theme — a India-U.S. partnership based on values.

“We get it. We realise it’s different to deal with the likes of China and Pakistan from
across the ocean than it is when they are on your borders. That’s why in this room
and not so many months ago, I elaborated on President Trump’s vision for a free
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a common set of values…it’s only natural that the world’s most populous democracy
should partner with the world’s oldest democracy.”
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Mr Pompeo also made a pitch for U.S. crude oil and natural gas during an interaction
with LNG company Tellurian’s CEO, Meg Gentle.

‘Maldives should not try balancing ties with India and China’
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The Maldives should not try to balance relations with India and China, according
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to Mohamed Nasheed, Speaker and former President. “In my personal view, the
Maldives shouldn’t even try to do that. Those who think it is possible to balance ties
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with these two powers are being naïve,” he told The Hindu , on the sidelines of a
press conference in Colombo.
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“This is not to say we should be hostile with China,” Mr. Nasheed said. “We will
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be happy to maintain cultural ties with China. But we can’t afford to have defence
cooperation. Development or economic partnership too will be hard if China doesn’t
change its modus operandi .” A vocal critic of China-backed development initiatives
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during the previous Yameen administration, Mr. Nasheed has in the past sought an
audit of the ongoing projects in the Maldives.
His comments come a week after Prime Minister Narendra Modi visited the island
nation, on his first visit abroad after being re-elected to office. Describing Mr. Modi’s
recent visit “very productive and positive”, Mr. Nasheed said it showed “that India
really values the relationship”.
‘Solidarity visit’

International

Maldivian Vice-President Faisal Naseem, Mr. Nasheed, some Ministers and about
65 parliamentarians are on a “solidarity visit” to Sri Lanka, nearly two months after the
Easter terror attacks. The leaders called on Prime Minister Ranil Wickremesinghe
and Speaker Karu Jayasuriya among others.
In a “symbolic gesture”, the contingent flew Sri Lankan airlines, the state carrier, and
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three hotels that were bombed on April 21. Describing terror as the “single biggest
issue” facing nation states, Mr. Nasheed sought collective action in the region in
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combating the threat.
Asked about the government’s initiatives to tackle extremism, amid reports of
dozens of Maldivians joining jihadist wars abroad, he said: “We know who they are,
and where they are. The government and security forces have a good grip on the
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situation.” Observing that a few in the Maldives were drawn to a radical version
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of Islam, he said: “President Solih has been able to engage with religious-minded
people on this issue.”
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Bhutan PM says China must maintain status quo on Doklam
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Calling for China to maintain status quo in the Doklam region, Bhutan’s Prime Minister

a
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Lotay Tshering said “no side” should do anything near the trijunction point between
India, China and Bhutan “unilaterally”.

In an exclusive interview to The Hindu , and the first public comments by the

s
a

Bhutanese leader on the Doklam issue which had seen a near conflict between
the Indian and Chinese armies in 2017, he said that as long as status quo was
maintained, “there will be peace and tranquillity in the region.”
Mr. Tshering was reacting to a question about the recent reports of an unprecedented
build-up of military infrastructure on the Chinese side of the Doklam plateau that has
been part of a boundary dispute between Bhutan and China.
He said the boundary talks between the two sides had made good progress, however,
with 25 rounds completed. Asked whether the talks could lead to diplomatic ties

International being established, he reiterated Bhutan’s policy of not establishing ties with any
permanent member of the UN Security Council.

Mr. Tshering also called on India and Pakistan to work together for the growth of
South Asia and said it was “too early” to call the SAARC unviable. His comments
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follow calls by Sri Lanka’s President Maithripala Sirisena and Nepal’s Prime Minister
K. P. Sharma Oli to revive the SAARC, which hasn’t held a summit since 2014.
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‘It’s too early to call off SAARC and say it isn’t relevant or
viable’
Six months after he was sworn in as Prime Minister of Bhutan, Dr. Lotay Tshering is

m
o

still treating his patients and had a surgery scheduled just hours before travelling to
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Brussels for talks with EU leaders. In his first major interview since the elections, Dr.
Tshering speaks about major themes in Indo-Bhutan relations, the SAARC region as
well as Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s upcoming visit, widely expected in July.
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Is the delay in PM Modi’s visit to Bhutan, which was expected in the past year,
due to delays in completing the Mangdechhu hydropower project, which he is
due to inaugurate?
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No, I want to correct you, there is no delay, as no timeline was set. I am very happy Mr.
Modi accepted my invitation to visit when I was in Delhi, but I also told him that there
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was no need to rush. He has so many engagements laid out in his new tenure, and
we look forward to his visit here when that is possible. As far as Mangdechhu project
is concerned, high-level visits are not connected to inaugurations or media events.
Mangdechhu is in the final stages of completion now, and we have other bilateral
projects that are being worked on: for example the South Asia Satellite programme.
In my party’s (DNT) manifesto we had promised a stand-alone, multi-disciplinary
hospital outside of the planned expenses, and India is willing to support us on that.
We have requested another government-to-government mega-hydropower project

International on the Sankosh river, which may see some progress as well.
Have other bilateral issues, such as the tariffs and Cross-border Trade in
Electricity (CBTE) guidelines, now been sorted out?
It was never a big issue between us, although the CBTE policy that first came out
in India (in 2016) wasn’t friendly to our interests. After we requested some changes,
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believe hydropower is the cornerstone of our ties, I think our relations rest on the
mindset of the visionary leadership in our two countries. Any change of government

JUNE 2019

VOL.58

in New Delhi or Thimphu doesn’t change the depth of our friendship, which makes
it unique, and it has only grown in strength over the decades. It is an unconditional
relationship, and I don’t think we should tag it to any one project or issue.
On the issue of connectivity, does your government plan to move forward
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on the Indian proposal of a Motor Vehicles Agreement (MVA) within the
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Bangladesh-Bhutan-India-Nepal (BBIN) grouping?

I can say or promise anything, but this is an issue where we may not be able to move
forward quickly. The same party (DPT) that stopped the MVA going forward in the
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National Assembly with the previous government is also in Opposition now, and they
are stronger this time, so they could stop it again. I believe we need connectivity to

t
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enhance our economic growth, but Bhutan is the smallest country in this partnership,
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and we have a very high commitment to environmental conservation. We are
different from our neighbours in the choices we make, and signing on to BBIN for the
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economic benefits must be balanced with our desire to preserve our environment,
tradition and culture too.

Bhutan is also part of the BIMSTEC grouping that India says it is now promoting
over the South Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC). Is SAARC no
longer viable, according to you?
I think it is too early to call off SAARC and say it isn’t relevant or viable. SAARC has
a long history and emotionally connected to us all. I believe that we in South Asia
need to develop as a region and we must work together. Geographically, we are

International

grouped together but we aren’t doing well economically together.
But given the current relations between India and Pakistan, how do you see
that happening?
We must open our hearts and march together without countering each other. If India
and Pakistan don’t work together for this region, nothing can move ahead. So my
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to go ahead together.
Two years after the confrontation between India and China at Doklam, there are
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reports once again of a military build-up by the PLA on parts of the Doklam plateau.
How worried are you about a recurrence of the confrontation we saw in 2017?
Anybody in my position will always worry about that, as these are issues that could
hamper bilateral relations between any two countries in the world. We are aware
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of the situation, and whenever we discuss border issues (with China), we stick
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to our stand that the status quo must be maintained. No side should do anything
without informing the other side at the border. The problem comes when you work
unilaterally and have a unilateral agenda. So long as the status quo is maintained,
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there will be peace and tranquillity in the region.

Has there been any progress in the boundary talks between Bhutan and
China?
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There were reports that a “package” agreement involving a trade between Doklam
and northern areas had been considered once…
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I think the progress has been in clarity of what the issues are between us on the
boundary. I don’t believe in trading on boundary issues, we need to create a strong
consensus for the way forward. I am very clear about this. In 24 rounds of border
talks between China and Bhutan, we have progressed a lot, and it has become a
forum for us to know each other better.
Is there any move towards diplomatic relations between your two countries?
No. Bhutan does not have diplomatic relations with any of the P-5 (UN Security
Council Permanent members), which is our policy. China is different from others

International

in the P-5, because we share a physical boundary with it, but even so a small and
under-developed country like ours cannot afford to spend efforts on foreign relations
with those big countries.
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‘U.S. doesn’t want war with Iran’
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo vowed that the U.S. will guarantee free passage
through the vital Strait of Hormuz, as he accused Iran of recent attacks on oil tankers
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and the downing of a U.S. drone.
Mr. Pompeo confirmed in an interview with CBS that a U.S. MQ-9 “Reaper” drone
was shot down June 6 with a missile fired from Yemen “that we assess had Iranian
assistance.”
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Mr. Pompeo would not be drawn on what options the U.S. is considering to protect
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shipping — or to punish Iran — in the wake of Thursday’s attacks on two tankers
in the Gulf of Oman, but reiterated that President Donald Trump is not seeking war
with Iran.
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“What you should assume is we are going to guarantee freedom of navigation
throughout the Strait,” he said in an interview on “Fox News Sunday.”
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Iran has denied the U.S. charges as “baseless” and said they were made without “a
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shred of factual or circumstantial evidence.”

“We don’t want a war. We’ve done what we can to deter this,” Mr. Pompeo said.
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The Secretary would not lay out U.S. evidence for Iran’s involvement in the Gulf of
Oman explosions, but insisted: “It’s unmistakable what happened here.
“These were attacks by the Islamic Republic of Iran on commercial shipping, on the
freedom of navigation, with the clear intent to deny transit through the strait.”
The Pentagon had previously released a video showing what it said was an Iranian
boat that pulled up alongside one of the stricken tankers and removed a limpet mine
attached to its hull.
Tankers arrive in UAE

International

Earlier , the two damaged tankers arrived safely at locations off the Emirati coast.
The Japanese-owned Kokuka Courageous was carrying highly flammable methanol
through the Gulf of Oman when it came under attack along with the Norwegianoperated Front Altair .
The Japanese vessel’s Singapore-based owners BSM Ship Management said in a
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were “safe and well”. The other ship, the Front Altair , was under safe tow by tug
boats towards an area off the coast of the eastern Emirati port of Fujairah.
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“First inspections are under way and no hot spots have been identified following
the fire,” the vessel’s owners said in a statement. It said all crew members were
in Dubai, where they will “assist with the debrief to the owner’s legal team and the
appropriate authorities, before returning home”. The UAE’s Foreign Minister Sheikh
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Abdullah bin Zayed al-Nahyan called on world powers “to secure international
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navigation and access to energy”.
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No renegotiation of Brexit, says EU

The European Union (EU)’s top leaders fired a Brexit warning to whoever wins the

t
n

battle to become the next British Prime Minister, saying the existing divorce deal
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could not be changed.

Boris Johnson will face Jeremy Hunt in a run-off vote to decide who takes on the
tricky task of piloting the country’s departure from the EU. Both say they want to

s
a

renegotiate the deal that outgoing PM Theresa May struck with Brussels.
‘Nothing has changed’

European Council President Donald Tusk said the bloc would remain “very precise
and also patient” despite the high political drama unfolding in Westminster.
“Maybe the process of Brexit will be even more exciting than before because of
some personal decisions in London but nothing has changed when it comes to our
position,” Mr. Tusk told reporters after a summit of EU leaders in Brussels.

International

He said that all remaining 27 EU leaders were adamant there could be no changes
to the near 600-page legal accord struck in November last year.
“We are open for talks when it comes to the declaration on the future U.K.-EU
relations if the position of the U.K. were to evolve, but the withdrawal agreement is
not open for renegotiation,” said Mr. Tusk.
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Jean-Claude Juncker, the head of the European Commission, which led Brexit talks
for the EU side, said there was nothing to add because leaders “repeated unanimously
there will be no renegotiation of the withdrawal agreement”.
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Iran insists U.S. drone violated air space, vows to defend
borders
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Iran vowed to defend its borders after downing a U.S. drone it insisted had violated
the country’s airspace, after it emerged that President Donald Trump had approved
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and then called off retaliatory strikes on Iranian targets.

The downing of the drone — which Washington insists was above international
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waters but Iran says was within its airspace — has seen tensions between the two
countries spike further after a series of attacks on tankers in the Gulf which the U.S.
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has blamed on Tehran.
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The commander of the aerospace arm of Iran’s elite Revolutionary Guards said the
drone was warned twice before it was downed over the Gulf of Oman.
“This aircraft possesses a system which allows it to relay the signals and information
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it receives to its own central system,” Brigadier General Amirali Hajizadeh told state
television.

Under pressure to respond to the high-stakes incident near the strategic Strait of
Hormuz, Mr. Trump issued orders for retaliatory strikes, but then called it off.
The U.S. President had struck a combative tone in his public comments before rowing
back. “Iran made a very big mistake!” he tweeted in response to news Iran had shot
down the Global Hawk surveillance aircraft. “This country will not stand for it, that I
can tell you,” he said later at the White House.

International Fears of open conflict

But as the pre-dawn incident whipped up fears of open conflict between the U.S. and
its declared foe Iran, Mr. Trump moved swiftly to dial back tensions. “I find it hard to
believe it was intentional, if you want to know the truth,” Mr. Trump said.
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Following the President’s mixed message, the U.S. special representative on Iran,
Brian Hook, called for diplomacy.
“Our diplomacy does not give Iran the right to respond with military force,” he told
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reporters in Saudi Arabia. “Iran needs to meet diplomacy with diplomacy, not military
force.”
Oil prices edged down slightly following the previous day’s surge that saw prices
soar more than 6%, while the price of gold — seen as a safe haven asset — struck
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near six-year highs.
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Iran said it had called in the Swiss Ambassador, whose country has represented
U.S. interests since the severance of diplomatic relations in the aftermath of the
Islamic revolution of 1979, to issue a formal protest.
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Deputy Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi provided the Ambassador with “indisputable”
evidence that the drone had violated Iranian airspace, the Foreign Ministry said.
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Mr. Araghchi “reiterated that Iran does not seek a war and conflict in the Persian
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Gulf”, but warned: “The Islamic Republic of Iran would not hesitate for a moment to
decisively defend its territory against any aggression.”
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Iranian television later broadcast images of what it said was “debris” of the downed
drone recovered from Iran’s territorial waters.
“The debris was floating. We recovered it from the sea inside our territorial waters,”
a general said.
‘Unprovoked attack’
The Pentagon denounced the “unprovoked attack,” claiming that the Navy drone
was 34 km from Iran when destroyed by a surface-to-air missile. It published a map
showing the flight path of the drone, which indicated that it travelled outside of Iranian

International

waters and included a photograph showing coordinates when it was downed.
Mr. Zarif provided different coordinates for the downing of the drone by a domesticallymanufactured Khordad 3 air defence battery.
The drone’s downing came at a time when Iran was already accused by Washington
of carrying out attacks on tankers in the congested shipping lanes heading out of the
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FATF warns Pak., but keeps it off the blacklist
Pakistan has avoided being placed on the Financial Action Task Force (FATF)
blacklist during the multilateral financial watchdog’s plenary meetings in Orlando,
Florida held from June 16 to 21.
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However, the country, which continued to remain on a greylist, was given a warning
at the end of the plenary session and told that it lacked a proper understanding of
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transnational terrorist financing.
Indian efforts
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The mention of transnational terrorist financing is significant in light of India’s efforts
to isolate Pakistan on the international stage in the context of its support for terror in
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Kashmir. “The FATF expresses concern that not only did Pakistan fail to complete
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its action plan items with January deadlines, it also failed to complete its action plan
items due May 2019. The FATF strongly urges Pakistan to swiftly complete its action
plan by October 2019 when the last set of action plans are set to expire. Otherwise,
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the FATF will decide the next step at that time for insufficient progress,” a FATF
statement released read.

In June 2018, Pakistan was placed on a FATF greylist of countries whose laws do
not adequately deal with money laundering and terrorist financing and agreed to
a 10-point action plan to strengthen its anti-money laundering and combating the
financing of terrorism and proliferation regime.
however, the FATF said in a statement that while Pakistan had taken steps to

International

improve its AML/CFT regime, “it does not demonstrate a proper understanding of
Pakistan’s transnational TF [terrorist financing] risk.”
When the last FATF plenary session concluded in February, days after a terrorist
attack killed over forty Indian security personnel in Pulwama, Jammu and Kashmir,
Pakistan had avoided being blacklisted despite pressure from India. Pakistan-
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However it also did not take Pakistan off of the greylist as the country had wanted.
In April this year Pakistan Foreign Minister Shah Mahmood Qureshi had said that
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being greylisted could cost Pakistan $10 billion a year.
Blacklist, greylist criteria
To stay off of the FATF blacklist, the support of at least three of a total of 36 (excluding
two regional organisations) FATF members is required. Fifteen members need to

m
o

support a country’s move off of the greylist, as per the FATF charter.
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FATF continued to call for countermeasures against Iran and North Korea.

The FATF noted that Iran had not completed its action plan which expired in January
2018 and listed seven points for Iran to complete, noting however that Iran had
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made progress, including by passing the Anti-Money Laundering Act.
Countermeasures against Iran would continue to be suspended, a statement
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released said, with “the exception of FATF calling upon members and urging
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all jurisdictions to require increased supervisory examination for branches and
subsidiaries of financial institutions based in Iran, in line with the February 2019
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Public Statement.”

It’s premature to count India out of the RCEP, says Centre
Government officials said it would be ‘premature’ to suggest India could be cut out
of the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) being negotiated by
16 countries led by the ASEAN bloc, if it doesn’t agree to join it by the year-end.
The officials rejected a suggestion to that effect by Malaysian Prime Minister

International

Mahathir Mohammed, who spoke on the sidelines of the ASEAN summit held in
Bangkok .
Reiterating that India is ‘consistently’ engaged with RCEP negotiations, which
will see a free trade agreement which includes ASEAN countries, China, Japan,
South Korea, Australia and New Zealand, Commerce Ministry sources said Indian

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
delegations have a series of meetings planned in the next few weeks to discuss the
way forward in RCEP.
Unresolved issues
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“India also has shown it is keen for the partnership to work, as seen by our consistent
engagement on the issue. There are some issues that need to be ironed out still,
but it would be extremely premature to talk about RCEP going ahead without India,”
a Commerce Ministry official who preferred not to be named. In an interview to the
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CNBC channel, Mr. Mahathir said he would prefer to go ahead with a formulation
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of 13 countries that are willing to go ahead immediately, and allow outliers India,
Australia and New Zealand to join the pact at a future date.

“They [Malaysia] can have their perspective. They are not the full RCEP. We are
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sure that many other countries do not share this view and want to work with India in
RCEP,” the official responded.
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While Mr. Mahathir’s messaging may have been bluntly put, others in the grouping
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have been nudging India to show progress on RCEP negotiations in time for a
proposed final declaration in November this year. Last year, the government had
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been able to negotiate for time on RCEP given elections were due to be held in
India, Indonesia, Thailand and Australia between March and May this year.
“With the elections done, we expect the pressure to be ratcheted up by ASEAN
countries to conclude the negotiations, and India will need to make a choice quite
soon,” said a diplomat privy to the negotiations.
In their Bangkok declaration , ASEAN leaders stated their “strong commitment” to
concluding RCEP negotiations, adding that ASEAN partners like India must “prioritise
RCEP negotiations and work with ASEAN to conclude the RCEP negotiations within
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this year.” Last week, Singapore’s Minister of Communication & Information and
Minister-in-Charge of Trade Relations S. Iswaran said during a visit to Delhi that
India must not stay out of the agreement.
“India can ask itself, if it is better off inside such an agreement or outside such an
agreement from business and also from a geopolitical point of view... if India is not
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India, would give up the chance to frame the groupings rules and investment
standards if it fails to join RCEP, say diplomats.
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Meanwhile the Chinese government, which is understood to have first proposed
going ahead with 13 countries instead 16 also reached out to the government,
sending a delegation led by Vice Minister for Commerce Wang Shouwen for talks
with Commerce Secretary Anup Wadhawan earlier this month. Officials privy to the
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discussions on RCEP however said the talks were inconclusive.
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India’s main opposition to RCEP is the prospect of opening up its markets to China.
Even though the grouping has accepted dual tariff rates for trade with China and
other RCEP members, Indian industry has opposed RCEP for the larger impact on
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steel and aluminium, copper, pharmaceuticals and textile products and of allowing
RCEP countries especially China and South Korea to “flood the Indian market.”
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India is the only RCEP country without a free trade pact with China, and has trade
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deficits with 11 of 16 RCEP countries.
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ASEAN leaders call for restraint amid sea row, US-China rift
Southeast Asian leaders have pressed their call for self-restraint in the disputed
South China Sea after a new incident and renewed their alarm over the U.S.-China
trade war with one warning it may spiral out of control.
The long-raging territorial conflicts and the protracted dispute between the two global
economic powerhouses are high on the agenda of the Association of Southeast
Asian Nations leaders meeting Sunday in an annual summit in the Thai capital of

International

Bangkok.
Facing predicaments such as the Rohingya refugee crisis in Myanmar, the leaders
took the stage and clasped their hands together in a trademark ASEAN handshake
to project unity.
The 10-nation bloc lumps together an absolute monarchy and constitutional
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Trade, missile on agenda during Pompeo visit
India will once again press its case for a waiver of U.S. sanctions on the $5.4-billion
Russian S-400 Triumf anti-missile deal, but will discuss Washington’s concerns
over the issue during talks with Secretary of State Mike Pompeo .
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On a visit to Delhi to prepare for the Trump-Modi meeting this weekend, Mr. Pompeo
landed evening ahead of meetings with External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar
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and National Security Adviser Ajit Doval , where he will also call on Prime Minister
Narendra Modi.
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Mr. Pompeo will start his day with full delegation meetings with Mr. Jaishankar
followed by a press briefing. No MoUs or agreements are expected to be announced,
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though negotiations on two important agreements — the Industrial Security Annexe
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and the Geo-spatial cooperation agreement BECA — have made considerable
progress. Mr. Pompeo will hold a closed-door interaction with Indian and American
businesses to speak about the impasse over a trade deal and the U.S. withdrawal
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of India’s GSP (Generalized System of Preferences) status.
U.S. demands

In the evening, he will meet Mr. Modi before the latter leaves for Osaka, and also
give a public address aimed at India’s youth. Mr. Pompeo will leave for Osaka early
Thursday morning. While strategic relations and people-to-people ties are on the
agenda during the main talks, trade issues between the two countries are expected
to take centre stage, diplomatic sources said. In addition, the U.S.’s objections to
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the purchase of S-400, its sanctions on imports of oil from Iran and Venezuela as
well as its new demand that India must not allow Chinese telecom major Huawei to
participate in 5G network trials are like to come up for discussion.
The sources acknowledged that the U.S. had made its concerns over the S-400
deal and other issues known, and India fears becoming “collateral damage” of U.S.
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officials have suggested that if India goes ahead with S-400 deal, the U.S. will not
offer India certain hi-technology platforms or hold back on F-21/F-35 sales as it had
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done with Turkey that has also bought the S-400.
“[The U.S.] must realise that we have defence ties with Russia which we cannot
wish away,” a government official said. “If you look at it from a legal point of view,
India fulfils the requirements for a CAATSA waiver,” the official said, referring to the
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U.S. law that bans military purchases from Russia, Iran and North Korea.
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On the Huawei issue, Mr. Jaishankar is likely to tell Mr. Pompeo that the government
will balance the national security implications of the Chinese firm with the demands
of the local telecommunications market before deciding on 5G trials. Last week,
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China sought India to take an “unbiased decision.
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54 nations back India for UNSC non-permanent seat
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India has won the unanimous support of all countries in the 55-member Asia-Pacific
Group at the United Nations in support of its bid for a non-permanent seat at the UN
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Security Council (UNSC) for a two-year term in 2021-22.
The development is particularly significant given that Pakistan and China, both
countries with which India has had diplomatic challenges at the UN, supported the
move.

“Humbled by the show of solidarity by the Asia-Pacific Group in endorsing India’s
candidature,” India’s Ambassador & Permanent Representative to the UN Syed
Akbaruddin told The Hindu . “We accept the responsibility with humility and will

International

now seek support from the broader UN membership at the elections in General
Assembly next year.”
The 55-member Asia-Pacific Group gets to nominate one of its members for the
June 2020 elections to a non-permanent seat on the UNSC. Estonia, Niger, Tunisia,
Vietnam and St. Vincent and the Grenadines were elected earlier this month.
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No challenges to India’s candidacy are expected with regard to acquiring the support
of other UN members. India will need the vote of two-thirds of the 193 UN General
Assembly members to win a non-permanent seat on the UNSC.
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India has already held a non-permanent seat on the UNSC for seven terms: 19501951, 1967-1968, 1972-1973, 1977-1978, 1984-1985, 1991-1992 and 2011-2012. It
announced its candidacy for the 2021-22 seat at the end of 2013, with Afghanistan,
a potential contender, withdrawing its nomination to accommodate India’s candidacy
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based on the “long-standing, close and friendly relations” between the two countries,
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as per what Afghanistan’s UN mission had said at the time.

India has been keen to hold the seat in 2021-22 to coincide with the 75th anniversary
of Independence in 2022.
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It will be hosting the G-20 meeting in New Delhi in that year.

“Quiet diplomacy always works even in places where megaphones are easily
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available,” Mr. Akbaruddin said of the support India had received from all countries
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in the Asia Pacific group, including Pakistan and China.
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India’s high tariffs unacceptable: Trump
U.S. President Donald Trump has said he will speak to Prime Minister Narendra
Modi on India’s “high tariffs” on American products, which are “unacceptable”.
“I look forward to speaking with Prime Minister Modi about the fact that India, for
years having put very high Tariffs against the United States, just recently increased
the Tariffs even further. This is unacceptable and the Tariffs must be withdrawn!” Mr.
Trump tweeted night Washington DC time, en route to Osaka in Japan for the G-20

International

meetings.
He was referring to the tariffs India had levied on 28 goods, starting June 16. The
list, which included walnuts, pulses and almonds, were in retaliation for the March
2018 tariffs the Trump administration had levied — ostensibly on national security
grounds — on steel and aluminium from a number of countries, including India.
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U.S. Secretary of State Michael Pompeo, who was in New Delhi this week, discussed
trade with his counterpart, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar.
Mr. Modi is expected to meet Mr. Trump at a bilateral at 9.35 a.m. local time in

JUNE 2019

VOL.58

Osaka morning, prior to which he will hold a trilateral with Mr. Trump and Japanese
Prime Minister Shinzo Abe.
Reciprocal trade
morning, the White House issued a statement on the G-20, which talked about Mr.
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Trump’s intent to achieve “fair and reciprocal trade”.
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“President Trump will encourage our allies and partners to lower tariff and non-tariff
barriers to free, fair, and reciprocal trade,” the statement read.

The White House also referred to “the free flow of data” — curbs on taking data
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outside border, or ‘data localisation’ is one of the trade issues on the table for India
and the U.S., with India having initiated policies for data localisation. “The United
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States urges members of the G-20 to work together to advance an open, fair,
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market-based digital economy, which will benefit all our nations through the free
flow of data,” the statement said.
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On the world trading system, the statement said: “The United States is urging
reforms and modernisations to the World Trade Organization (WTO), while making
sure the WTO functions as originally intended.”
Interestingly, the U.S. is seen by critics as crippling the ability of the WTO to execute
a crucial aspect of its mandate, by blocking the appointment of judges to the WTO’s
Appellate Body (trade court). Without the statutorily mandated number of judges
to hear cases (three or more), the trade court will become non-functional for all
practical purposes at the end of this year, if the U.S. does not allow new nominees

International

to go through.

G20 resolves to free Internet of extremism
Prime Minister Narendra Modi and other G-20 leaders resolved to prevent the
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use of the Internet to fund and facilitate terrorism and extremism, saying that while
the Internet must be “open, free and secure”, it could not serve as a safe haven for
terrorists.
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In a statement after the Osaka summit, the leaders said they were committed to
protecting people from violent extremism conducive to terrorism, or VECT, through
the exploitation of the Internet.
Citizens’ security
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“As leaders, one of our greatest responsibilities is to ensure the security of our
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citizens. It is the state’s role, first and foremost, to prevent and combat terrorism.
Here in Osaka, we reaffirm our commitment to act to protect our people from terrorist
and VECT exploitation of the internet,” the statement said.
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“We issue this statement to raise the bar of expectation for online platforms to do their
part. We, the leaders of the G20, reaffirm our strongest condemnation of terrorism in
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all its forms and manifestations.”
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The G-20 leaders said the live-streamed Christchurch terrorist attacks in New
Zealand that killed 51 people, and other recent atrocities, demonstrated the urgency
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with “which we must fully implement relevant UN resolutions, the UN Global Counter
Terrorism Strategy and other instruments, including the 2017 Hamburg G-20 Leaders’
Statement on Countering Terrorism.”
The leaders agreed that such efforts must respect human rights and the freedom
of expression and access to information. The Internet must not be a safe haven for
terrorists to recruit, incite or prepare terrorist acts.
“We urge online platforms to adhere to the core principle, as affirmed in Hamburg,
that the rule of law applies online as it does offline. This must be achieved in a way

International that is consistent with national and international law, including human rights and
fundamental freedoms such as freedom of expression and access to information
— we hold these in high regard. We commit to collaborate with states, international
organisations, industry, and civil society in this endeavour,” they said.
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India to lose preferential trade terms with U.S.
India will lose access to preferential trade terms with the U.S. under the latter’s
Generalised System of Preferences (GSP) programme, a Senior State Department
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official told reporters in Washington DC.
The official, who did not want to be named, said the restoration of benefits remained
a possibility if underlying trade issues were resolved, but the withdrawal of India’s
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GSP eligibility, was “a done deal”.

“…The persistent market access issues, which we were engaged with … our Indian
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counterparts over the last year [sic], led us to announce in March that we would
be suspending or withdrawing India’s benefits under the Generalised System
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Preferences programmme…I think that suspension is a done deal.”
Access to markets
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President Donald Trump had written to the U.S. Congress on March 4 stating his
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intention to withdraw GSP benefits for India, saying India had failed to assure
Washington that it would provide “equitable and reasonable access to the markets
of India”.
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Mr. Trump had issued a similar notification for Turkey as well, on the same day.
Now that the statutory 60-day notification period since Mr. Trump’s notification is
over, GSP can and is expected to be terminated via a Presidential proclamation.
Mr. Trump terminated Turkey’s GSP program effective May 17.
However, U.S. lawmakers had written to the administration, asking that a final
decision be put on hold until the Indian elections concluded. Twenty-five lawmakers

India and
the World

also wrote to the administration in May to request that GSP benefits not be cancelled
as it would represent “a step back, not forward” and harm U.S. companies.
The lawmakers had urged further negotiations with India. Indian exports to the
U.S. worth $5.6 billion are covered by GSP, although India gets only $190 million
in tariff savings.
Nevertheless, the programme impacts crucial Indian sectors including textiles,
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leather, engineering goods, gems and jewellery.
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PM stresses close bilateral ties
Prime Minister Narendra Modi held meetings with the visiting foreign leaders who
attended the swearing-in ceremony on May 30. At the meetings, he urged for a
closer multilateral and bilateral cooperation.
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President of Kyrgyz Repubic, Sooranbay Jeenbekov, was the first to meet Mr.
Modi, hours after the event at the Forecourt of the Rashtrapati Bhavan. The
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visiting side reiterated the invite to him to visit capital Bishkek for the Shanghai
Cooperation Organisation (SCO) summit meeting in June. Kyrgyz Republic is the
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current SCO chair.
May meet Pak. PM

t
n

The SCO summit is significant as it will provide an opportunity for a meeting
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between Mr. Modi and Chinese President Xi Jinping. He is also expected to come
across Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan during the ceremonies.
Mr. Modi met with the leaders of the BIMSTEC grouping . During his meeting with
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Sri Lankan President Maithripala Sirisena, both the leaders noted the threat that
terrorism poses to humanity. It was the first such high-level between the two sides
after the April 21 Easter bombings in Sri Lanka. A press release from MEA said
both sides would cooperate for the Indian Ocean and South Asian region.
Mr. Modi also met with the Prime Minister of Mauritius Pravind Jugnauth. A press
release from MEA noted that both leaders agreed to work together to achieve the

India and
the World

shared vision of security and growth of the two countries and the Indian Ocean
region.
Prime Minister K.P. Sharma Oli of Nepal, Bhutan Prime Minister Lotay Tshering
and President of Bangladesh Mohammed Abdul Hamid also met Mr. Modi and
discussed issues of bilateral interest.
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India and Myanmar to hold high-level meeting
India and Myanmar will hold a high-level meeting in Imphal to bring the two countries
closer. A nine-member team of Myanmar, led by Aung Moe Nyo, Chief Minister of the
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Magway region government, arrived at Moreh, Manipur’s border town.
Ram Madhav, BJP general secretary in charge of party affairs in the Northeast,
flew to Moreh despite inclement weather and welcomed the team members at the
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international bridge. Later, Mr. Madhav accorded them a warm welcome at the hotel
where the delegates stay. The Myanmarese Ambassador to India, Moe Kyaw Aung,
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is in the team. They will hold bilateral talks with top-ranking officials of India during
the meeting in Imphal.
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As a part of its “Act East” policy, India and Myanmar have shared a cordial relationship.
India has been extending development assistance to Myanmar over these years.
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The Myanmarese Army has been over-running some military and administrative
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camps of Northeast militant groups taking shelter in Myanmar. Assam Rifles
personnel have also been destroying the camps of some militant groups in some hill
districts of Manipur.
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The previous Home Minister, Rajnath Singh, had claimed that insurgency in the
Northeast was petering out.

Mr. Madhav underlined the need to revamp the transport system in and around
Imphal. Security measures in Manipur have been beefed up to ensure there is no
untoward incident during the stay of the Myanmar Chief Minister.

India and
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Bangladesh, South Korea to show DD India
The Indian government has signed agreements with Bangladesh and South Korea,
under which Doordarshan India will be available in those countries.
This was announced by Information and Broadcasting Minister Prakash Javadekar
here .
The move is part of a robust cultural exchange, in line with Prime Minister Narendra

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
Modi’s Act East policy, he said.
The government has also approved the proposal of Prasar Bharati for making KBS
World, an English 24x7 channel of the government of Republic of South Korea,
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available on the DD Free Dish. Simultaneously, people of South Korea will be able
to view DD India in their country.

India to be most populous by 2027: UN
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India is set to overtake China as the most populous country by 2027 and will have
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almost 1.64 billion inhabitants by 2050, says a United Nations report, adding that
South Asia’s opportunity to reap the “demographic dividend” will peak by 2047.
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Globally, people aged above 65 are the fastest growing age group, putting pressure on
social protection systems as the proportion of the working-age population shrinks.
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273 million more
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According to the World Population Prospects 2019 report released, India is expected
to add 273 million people by 2050, which will be the largest national increase in the
world. China, on the other hand, is expected to become smaller, dropping from its
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current 1.43 billion people to approximately 1.4 billion by 2050.
However, while India may have the highest absolute increase in numbers, its rate of
growth is slowing. The Central and the Southern Asia region, of which India is a part,
is expected to see a 25% increase in population between now and 2050.
The rate of population growth is the highest in sub-Saharan Africa, where the fertility
rate stand at 4.6 births per woman over a lifetime. The region is expected to double
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its population by mid-century. Nigeria is expected to add 200 million people over
the next three decades and overtake the U.S. to become the third most populous
nation.
Moving from geographical areas to age cohorts, India is still among the countries
where the working-age population (25-64 years) is growing faster than other groups,
creating an opportunity for accelerated economic growth. However, the “demographic
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dividend” will peak by 2047 in the region, meaning that countries such as India must
rush to invest in education and health, especially for young people, the report says.
Globally, it’s the post-working-age group that is growing the fastest. By 2050, one in
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six people will be above 65, compared with one in 11 people in 2019. In 2018, for the
first time in history, people above 65 outnumbered children under five years of age.
By 2050, the number of people over 80 is expected to triple to 426 million.
This trend has also led to falling proportions of working-age people to support an
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ageing population. By 2050, almost 50 countries are expected to have less than two
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working-age people to support every person above 65.
Impact of ageing

“These low values underscore the potential impact of population ageing on the

u
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fo

labour market and economic performance as well as the fiscal pressures that many
countries will face in the coming decades as they seek to build and maintain public
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systems of health care, pensions and social protection for older persons,” says the
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report.
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MEA rejects U.S. report on state of religious freedom in India
Foreign governments do not have the right to criticise India’s vibrant democracy and
dedication to rule of law, said the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) , after the U.S.
State Department’s annual report on religious freedom pointed out India’s failure to
protect minority communities.
“We see no locus standi for a foreign government to pronounce on the state of
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the World

our citizens’ constitutionally protected rights,” said MEA Spokesperson Raveesh
Kumar.
Pompeo visit
The report sets the backdrop of the visit of Secretary of State Mike Pompeo that
begins on June 25.
The Hindu reported earlier that the report was released by Mr. Pompeo himself, and
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he referred to the issue of religious freedom as a “deeply personal” priority.
The 2018 Report on International Religious Freedom referred to multiple instances
of the government of Prime Minister Narendra Modi at the Centre and various State
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governments of the Bharatiya Janata Party having taken steps that hurt the Muslim
community.
The official spokesperson, however, maintained that India was proud of its “secular
credentials”, saying, “it is widely acknowledged that India is a vibrant democracy
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where the Constitution provides protection of religious freedom, and where
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democratic governance and rule of law further promote and protect the fundamental
rights.” Apart from the murders and lynching by cow vigilante groups, the report
pointed out that there were several attempts to undermine minority institutions and

u
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change the names of cities that reminded one of the pluralistic nature of India. In this
regard, the report highlighted the change of the name of Allahabad to Prayagraj.
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The MEA did not answer if the report and its observations about India’s failure to
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uphold and protect minority rights would feature in talks with Mr. Pompeo during his
visits here between June 25 and 27.
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India rejects Pakistan’s charge of politicising FATF
India rejected Pakistan’s allegation that it had sought to “politicise” deliberations at
the Financial Action Task Force (FATF), which concluded its plenary last week with
more strictures against Pakistan.
According to sources, the government has taken a strong view of Pakistan’s accusation
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that India had launched a “malicious campaign” to use the FATF’s process for its
own “narrow, partisan objectives” against Pakistan. Pakistan’s Foreign Ministry was,
in turn, responding to India’s statement that time was running out for Islamabad to
show action “Against Money Laundering and Combating Financing of Terror (AML/
CFT)” by groups that pose a transnational risk.
Calling Pakistan’s statement on politicisation a “false ploy” meant to “deflect attention
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and evade scrutiny of [Pakistan’s] poor compliance of global standards on AML/CFT
and hoodwink the global community”, the government sources pointed to Pakistan’s
own attempts at trying to influence the outcome of the FATF process, which has
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placed the neighbour on a “greylist” of countries of concern. In June 2018, the FATF
decided unanimously to put Pakistan on the greylist, and hand it a 27-point action
plan meant to be implemented within 18 months (by September 2019). If it fails to
fulfil its FATF commitments, it could face the “next steps” or being moved to the
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“blacklist”, the FATF has warned.
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The sources say that instead of moving seriously on the checklist, including shutting
down support for groups such as the Lashkar-e-Taiba and Jaish-e-Mohammad,
Pakistan’s leadership has been trying to influence FATF member countries for
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support. At the most recent FATF plenary, where proceedings are meant to be
secret and taken by consensus, Pakistan is believed to have received the backing
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of China, Turkey and Malaysia to avert being put on the blacklist immediately.
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In particular, the sources pointed to Pakistan Foreign Minister Shah Mehmood
Qureshi’s visits to various capitals, and telephone calls to other FATF member
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governments asking for help in staving off pressure at the global watchdog body’s
plenary session.

At the Orlando plenary, apart from China, Turkey and Malaysia, three countries
Prime Minister Imran Khan has visited in the past few months, countries such as
Indonesia, Saudi Arabia and the Gulf Cooperation Council members pitched for
more time for Pakistan to comply with the action plan. However, the U.S., Japan and
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Israel joined India in ensuring a firm line was taken in the final outcome document.
Another potential worry for India is that China’s appointee Xiamen Liu has taken
over the presidency of the FATF from the U.S. from this month. While the President
essentially has an administrative position, he or she decides on the focus of the
agenda. The outgoing president, Marshall Billingslea, for example, steered the body
towards more strictures or “counter-measures” against Iran over the past year.
The rapid cross-fire of statements between Islamabad and New Delhi over the
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FATF’s latest strictures indicate that the next three months, ahead of the next
plenary session when the task force will conduct a full review of Pakistan’s actions,
will see more such heated exchanges. India has been publicly pushing for Pakistan
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to be placed on the “blacklist”, alongside Iran and North Korea for its failure to show
“credible, verifiable, irreversible and sustainable measures” against terror groups
operating within its territory.
Pakistan has often cried foul over India’s statements, and even wrote to the FATF
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earlier this year asking for India to be taken off the committee overseeing the review
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after former Finance Minister Arun Jaitley said Pakistan should be downgraded by
the FATF.

A blacklist entry for Pakistan will mean it could lose potential loans and foreign
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investment, be shunned by the IMF, the World Bank, the ADB and the EU and also
suffer a downgrade by credit rating agencies such as Moody’s, S&P and Fitch.

a
r
i
p

t
n

India and U.S. resolve to work through their trade
differences
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India and the U.S. resolved to “work through” their differences which have led to
an impasse on trade issues as External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar hosted U.S.
Secretary of State Mike Pompeo in Delhi ahead of a meeting between Prime Minister
Narendra Modi and U.S. President Donald Trump in Osaka this week.
“If you trade with somebody, and particularly if they are your biggest trading
partners, it’s impossible that you don’t have trade issues. But I think the sign of
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a mature relationship is that ability to negotiate your way through that and find
common ground,” Mr. Jaishankar said at the end of their meeting , although neither
side announced any positive outcomes from the discussions. Mr. Pompeo and Mr.
Jaishankar are understood to have thrashed out issues, including tariffs and countertariffs imposed by New Delhi and Washington on each other in the past year, as well
as the U.S.’s specific concerns with India’s proposed laws on e-commerce and data
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localisation, on price caps and market access.
“The U.S. is clear that it seeks greater market access and the removal of trade
barriers in our economic relationship, and today I addressed these differences in the
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spirit of friendship and I think we will be able to resolve these issues in the interests
of our two countries,” said Mr. Pompeo.
He clarified that the U.S. decision to withdraw India’s GSP preferential trade status
this month had not come up for discussion.
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Mr. Jaishankar said both sides had come away with a “better understanding” of
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each other’s concerns on a wide variety of issues besides trade, including energy,
defence, investment concerns and people-to-people contacts, as well as the growing
conflict in the Gulf with Iran and the peace process in Afghanistan.
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Rejecting calls by the United States and the threat of sanctions under its CAATSA law,
Mr. Jaishankar said that India will take its decision on the purchase of the Russian
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S-400 Triumf anti-missile system in its own “national interest”, and conveyed this to
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his American counterpart during talks here.

“On the CAATSA (Countering America’s Adversaries through Sanctions Act) issue) I

s
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explained to Secretary Pompeo in some detail that we have many relationships with
many countries, and many of them have some standing and they have a history,”
said Mr. Jaishankar, referring to India’s traditional relationship with Russia.
Mr. Jaishankar also raised India’s concerns over growing U.S.-Iran tensions and
their impact on India’s energy security.
While India has zeroed out all oil imports from Iran since the U.S. sanctions deadline
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ran out on May 2, it has maintained a cordial and close relationship with the Iranian
government. In response, Mr. Pompeo lashed out at the Iranian government,
which he called a “terrorist regime”, adding that India and the U.S. had a “shared
understanding” of the terrorist threat emanating from Iran.
“We know that Iran is the world’s largest state sponsor of terror, and the Indian
people have suffered from terror around the world. So I think there is a shared
understanding of the threat and a common purpose to ensuring that we keep energy
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at the right prices and deter this threat,” Mr. Pompeo said.
The MEA declined to comment on whether it supported Mr. Pompeo’s remarks,
which were made in Mr. Jaishankar’s presence. Mr. Pompeo, who leaves for Osaka

JUNE 2019

morning, also met with PM Modi and National Security Adviser Ajit Doval .
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State says ‘no’ to UGC proposal
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The State has formally conveyed its objections to the University Grants Commission
(UGC) proposal to allow two regulars academic programmes simultaneously.
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Instead, it has backed a proposal to allow students to pursue distance or online
courses along with a degree programme in regular mode, provided the former is

u
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restricted to one at a time.

The decision comes in the wake of deliberations recently undertaken by the
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Kerala State Higher Education Council (KSHEC) on a recent communication by
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the UGC seeking opinion regarding the validity of pursuing multiple programmes
simultaneously. While clarifying that no “definite decision” has been taken, the UGC
has proposed to constitute an expert committee to consider the feasibility.
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The letter acknowledges that there have been queries regarding the validity of either
pursuing two degree simultaneously, one in regular mode and another in distance
or online mode, or pursuing one degree and one diploma or pursuing two diplomas
together.

Consensus
The Kerala State Higher Education Council executive body has seen a general
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consensus during the discussions that centred around the possible ramifications of
opening the floodgates to pursue more than one course concurrently.
While it feels that it would be unwise to prevent students from taking up online or
distance education courses in view of the high Internet penetration, the panel has
stressed the need for strict regulation of the provision.
The committee feels that the implications of the move could have far-reaching effects
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on the academic system in the country.
A possible reform in this direction, which is influenced by the emerging needs of the
global market, could be at the expense of weakening the basic streams that were
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considered the foundation of science and technology.
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India, U.S. Commerce Ministers to meet to resolve trade
disputes
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Prime Minister Narendra Modi and President Donald Trump “aired” their concerns
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over the bilateral trade disputes and agreed for an early meeting of their Commerce
Ministers to sort out the issues, a day after the U.S. leader demanded withdrawal of
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the “very high” tariffs levied by India on American goods.

Though trade is an important part of the booming bilateral relationship, a row over
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market access and tariffs has escalated in recent months, leading to fears of a

a
r
i
p

protracted dispute.

, President Trump said that India’s “very high” tariffs on U.S. goods are “unacceptable”
and must be withdrawn.

s
a

“I look forward to speaking with Prime Minister (Narendra) Modi about the fact that
India, for years having put very high Tariffs against the United States, just recently
increased the Tariffs even further. This is unacceptable and the Tariffs must be
withdrawn!” Trump said in a tweet on his way to Osaka, to participate in the G20
summit.
“The talks with @POTUS were wide ranging. We discussed ways to leverage the
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power of technology, improve defence and security ties as well as issues relating to
trade,” Prime Minister Modi tweeted after his meeting with President Trump.

China proposes 5G tie-up with India, Russia
Chinese President Xi Jinping pitched for a partnership with New Delhi and Moscow
for expanding a joint footprint in the cyberspace.
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In his remarks at the Russia-India-China (RIC) trilateral on the sidelines of the G20
summit in Osaka, Japan, Mr. Xi urged the three countries, in the presence of Prime
Minister Narendra Modi and President Vladimir Putin, to “expand cooperation in 5G
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network, high technology, connectivity, energy and other areas,” Xinhua reported.
He also called for reforming the World Trade Organization (WTO), based on
consensus.

m
o

Mr. Xi also proposed during the meeting that the three countries should become
guardians of “global and regional peace and stability”. Without going into details,
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he said the trio should “advocate a common, comprehensive, cooperative and
sustainable security concept…”
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Earlier this month, the three leaders, along with heads of five other Eurasian
countries, deliberated on counterterrorism, and related common security issues,
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during the Shanghai Cooperation Organisation (SCO) summit held in Bishkek,
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Kyrgyzstan.

The trio will meet again in Vladivostok at the Eastern Economic Forum, where Mr.
Modi will be the chief guest.
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Mr. Xi said the three countries should jointly combat terrorism in all forms, and work
together to address global challenges such as climate change and cybersecurity.
He pointed out that the rise of protectionism and unilateralism had seriously affected
the stability of the global landscape, dragged down world economic growth, and
exerted a negative impact that cannot be ignored on the international order on
which emerging-market countries and developing countries depend.
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The Chinese President also stressed that the three countries need to promote
a multipolar world and make international relations more democratic. The three
leaders decided to institutionalise their “informal summit” on the sidelines of the
G20.
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NGT raps States for not curbing pollution in Ganga
The National Green Tribunal (NGT) has imposed a penalty of Rs. 25 lakh each on
the States of Bihar, Jharkhand and West Bengal for not taking adequate steps to curb
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pollution in the river Ganga.
A Bench headed by NGT Chairperson Justice Adarsh Kumar Goel observed that
while in Bihar there was no progress in terms of completion of sewage treatment
infrastructure projects, in West Bengal only three out of the 22 projects had been
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completed.

c
.
m

“The States of West Bengal, Bihar and Jharkhand are not represented in spite of
orders of this Tribunal by which we recorded strong disapproval to such attitude of
the said States. Such insensitivity in a serious matter is a matter of concern,” the
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Bench observed.

“We direct the [three] States to deposit Rs. 25 lakh each by way of interim compensation
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for continued damage to Ganga and inaction of the said States even in responding
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to this Tribunal…”

The States were directed to deposit the penalty within a month with the Central Pollution
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Control Board, and the amount “may be spent on restoration of the environment.”
Noting that the discharge of effluents is an offence, the green panel directed the Uttar
Pradesh government to prohibit industrial activity that resulted in pollution. “The U.P.
Chief Secretary may personally monitor and ensure zero tolerance approach to the
pollution of the Ganga,” the Bench said.
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NGT stays linkage of Godavari, Krishna and Penna
The National Green Tribunal (NGT) has issued an order staying the Andhra Pradesh
Government’s scheme to link Godavari Krishna and Penna Rivers of the State. It
ordered that Ministry of Environment should submit a report on it within a month.
The Tribunal in an order released said that the State could not go ahead with the
project without getting clearance from the Central Water Commission (CWC) and the
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Ministry of Environment, Forest and Climate Change.
A Bench of the tribunal consisting of chairman Justice Adarsh Kumar Goel, judicial
members Justice S.P.Wangdi and K Ramakrishnan and expert member Nagin Nanda
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in an order “restrained” Andhra Pradesh from proceeding further with the project
till acquired environmental clearance, consent to establish and operate the project
under provisions of the Environmental (Protection) Act, 1986, Water (Prevention
and Control of Pollution) Act, 1974 and the Air (Prevention and Control of Pollution)
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Act, 1981.
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The tribunal ordered the Regional office of the Union Environment Ministry to inspect
the river linkage project along with the Central Pollution Control Board and the State
Pollution Control Board and submit a factual reportwithin a month. The tribunal
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posted a hearing on the matter on August 13.
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Below normal rainfall likely in northwest, northeast: IMD
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A week before the onset of the southwest monsoon, the India Meteorological
Department (IMD) has predicted a “normal” rainy season, with the country as a
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whole set to receive 96% of the long period average (LPA) rainfall.
However, northwest India will get 94% of the average, while the northeast will only
receive 91% of average rainfall, putting both these regions in the “below normal”
category.

Issuing its second stage long range forecast , the IMD said the 2019 monsoon is
likely to reach the Kerala coast by June 6.
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The IMD seemed to allay fears of the El Nino phenomenon playing havoc with the
summer’s rainfall, although it noted that “the current weak El Nino conditions may
continue during the monsoon season with reduced intensity”.
During a “normal” monsoon, the country gets 96% to 104% of the LPA. The forecast
probability of rainfall falling within this range was 41%, said the IMD statement.
If the total rainfall is between 90% and 96% of the LPA, it falls in the “below normal”
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category.
Regionwise, the season’s rainfall is likely to be 94% of the LPA over northwest India,
100% over central India, 97% over south Peninsula, and 91% over northeast India,
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all with a model error of ± 8 %, it said.
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Image manipulation, duplication in 106 papers from CSIRIndian Institute of Toxicology Research
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With almost all journals checking for plagiarism at some stage before papers
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get published, plagiarised papers from India are almost a non-issue now. Indian
researchers are now being exposed for a different kind of scientific fraud that is lot
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harder to detect — manipulating images, and reusing images in the same paper or
in different papers.
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Problem papers
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At last count, 106 papers published between 2004 and 2018 by scientists at the
Indian Institute of Toxicology Research (CSIR-IITR), Lucknow have serious problems
with the images. The final numbers might be way higher if one were to critically look
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at all papers published by scientists at IITR during the last 20-25 years.
All the 106 papers posted on Pubpeer website are by independent researchers
who have an eye to spot image manipulation and duplication, something that peerreviews seem to have failed to spot at the time of reviewing the manuscripts.
Leading the pack with 40 problematic papers is Dr. Yogeshwer Shukla, a senior
scientist at IITR. In a blog post in For Better Science, Smut Clyde had exposed Dr.
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Shukla’s unethical practices in about 25 papers.
In an email to The Hindu, Dr. Shukla says: “I have also been informed that this
information of Pubpeer is addressed by a committee at our institute to verify
authenticity.” While not denying the problems with his papers as highlighted on
Pubpeer, he says: “We are hurt. I admit that unintentional mistakes might have been
made. There was no way to check if the images have already been used in other
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papers. This is done just to create doubts about Ayurveda and to target someone.
A committee is looking into it and we will clarify each and every query raised by the
committee.”
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Pattern in manipulation
There is a pattern to the kind of manipulation that IITR researchers seem to be
resorting to. Manipulated and reused Western Blots are the most common. They
are also a little harder to spot. The most common practice is to duplicate bands of
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Western Blot for completely different experiments mostly in the same paper and at
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times in other papers.

“Western blots are the most common types I see in papers with photographic images
and those are also the ones I seem to find the most,” Dr. Elisabeth M. Bik, Science
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consultant at Harbers-Bik LLC, San Francisco, California had earlier said in an
email. Dr. Bik has an eye for manipulated images and has caught tens of papers.
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Duplication of microscopic images within the same paper and between papers is
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the next common practice adopted by IITR scientists. While using the same image
within the same panel or between panels in the same paper might arise from honest
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mistakes at the time of making the panels, reusing them in papers dealing with very
different experiments cannot be a mistake.
“[In general], simple duplications (same magnification, same orientation) are the
most common, and they might just be simple errors, caused by selecting the same
image twice instead of picking the correct one. After that, overlapping images are
very common as well. Rotated or manipulated images (in which the same cells are
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visible multiple times) are less common, but also harder to spot,” says Dr. Bik.
“There is no good software yet on the market to automatically screen images
for duplications, but several journals and publishers use human eyes for initial
screening, and subsequently software to help confirm irregularities in background
noise or similarities using false-colour imaging,” she adds.
Retracted papers

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
Two of Dr. Shukla’s papers published in 2011 in PLOS ONE and another in Life
Sciences in 2007 were retracted for problematic images. Both the papers were listed
on Pubpeer website and the problems listed with the images have been cited by
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the journals in their retraction notice. The third one that has been retracted is an old
paper.
After pointing out the problematic images in the retraction notice, PLOS ONE says:
“The authors have been unable to provide any primary data underlying the figures.

m
o

The authors commented that the regions of similarity in histopathological images
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arose due to similarity in lesions studied. For the similarities noted in flow cytometry
plots, the authors commented that this could have arisen due to similarity in equipment
and protocols. In the absence of the data underlying the figures and in light of the
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above concerns, the PLOS ONE Editors retract the article.”

The retraction note in Life Sciences paper notes: “Multiple figures in this article
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appear to be falsified/fabricated.
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“Figure 2A. The images appear to be rotated and reused.
“Figure 3A. The Beta-actin band appears to be identical to articles from multiple
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[four] other journals.

“Figure 6. The Beta-actin band appears to have been reused and possibly
manipulated.”

IIT Madras develops material with properties suitable for
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quantum optoelectronics
Materials such as tungsten diselenide (WSe2) and molybdenum diselenide are
being studied keenly for their opto-electronic properties – a combination of optics
and electronics. A key property of these materials is photoluminescence, in which
the material absorbs light and re-emits it as a spectrum. Researchers from IIT
Madras have found a way of enhancing this property about 30 times in tungsten
diselenide, by drop-casting gold nanoparticles on to a two-dimensional film. The
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work is published in Applied Physics Letters.
Two-dimensional material
Consisting of practically one layer of atoms, these materials are two-dimensional in

JUNE 2019

VOL.58

structure. Photoluminescence properties can be used in various devices such as
quantum LEDs which can be used in communication and computation. “The most
challenging aspect of this study was the controlled photoluminescence measurement
of these materials from room temperature to 100 K,” says Pramoda Kumar Nayak, a
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DST Ramanujan Fellow at the Department of Physics of IIT Madras and an author
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of the paper.

As is well known, electrons in semiconductors occupy bands of energy known as
valence bands. As long as they live in these bands, they do not move and contribute
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to conduction. If excited by a small energy input, they get kicked into what is called
the conduction band where they can actually be delocalised and contribute to the
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conduction by moving around.
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Excitons

When an electron jumps from the valence to the conduction band, it leaves behind
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a shadow called a “hole.” The electron in the conduction band and the hole in the
valence band can bind together and form a composite object ( orpseudoparticle)
known as an exciton. Photoluminescence in tungsten selenide is a result of such
excitons.

There can be two ways in which an exciton can form – when the spins of the
component electron and hole are opposite to each other and when they are aligned
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in teh same direction. The former is called a bright exciton and the latter, a dark
exciton. Because their spins are opposite, the electron and hole forming the bright
exciton can recombine, giving out a quantum of light in the process. Such a simple
way of recombining does not exist for the dark excitons. Since there, the spin of the
electron and the hole are parallel, their recombination is discouraged by the rule
of conservation of angular momentum. Hence the dark excitons are longer lived
than the bright excitons. The dark excitons need an external influence to help them

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
recombine. In their work, the IIT Madras researchers find exactly such an external
influence.
Power of gold
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When they drop-cast gold nanoparticles on the surface of the monolayer tungsten
diselenide, they find that the dark excitons couple to the surface fields generated
and recombine to give off light quanta. Thus, the dark excitons are “brightened” with
the help of the gold nanoparticles.
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“That plasmonic effect arises due to gold nanoparticles is a well-known concept.
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But, its application to 2D systems is in nascent stage. So, I thought that if we dropcast gold nanoparticles onto monolayer WSe2, then it will generate out-of-plane
electric field due to plasmonic effect, which can help for spin-flip of conduction band
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electrons, thereby making dark excitons bright,” says Dr Nayak.
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Using genes to understand rice blast disease resistance in
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Indian rice varieties

Rice blast, caused by a fungus Magnaportheoryzae, is one of the major diseases of
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the rice crop. Now, researchers from ICAR-National Rice Research Institute (NRRI),
Odisha have mapped out the diverse genes in rice that help in disease resistance.
By characterising over 150 rice varieties from nine States across the country they
also identified new markers associated with blast resistance.
Blast endemics
From 1980-1987, seven blast endemics have occurred in India causing severe
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losses. Fungicides are very expensive, harmful for the environment and inappropriate
application can cause health issues. So researchers around the globe have been on
a hunt for resistant genes against the pathogen and so far, more than 100 resistance
(R) genes in the rice genome have been identified.
“The rapid changes in pathogen virulence pose a constant challenge to the success
of existing blast-resistant rice varieties. Therefore, there is always a need to
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identify new broad-spectrum blast resistant genes/alleles in rice germplasm such
as landraces, wild rice, etc,” explained Manoj Kumar Yadav from NRRI and the first
author of the paper published in PLOS ONE.
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The seeds of landraces grown over nine states were collected from the National
Gene Bank, ICAR-NRRI, Cuttack. Leaves’ resistance to blast disease was checked
by growing the seeds in uniform blast nursery for two wet seasons (2015 and 2016)
at the experimental farm of the institute. This farm is considered as the hot spot for
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leaf blast disease and the disease was recorded 25 days after sowing.
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The present study showed that the rice landraces collected from north-eastern
states of India had the highest resistance. Dr. Yadav explains that this may be due
to co-evolution of resistance genes along with the fungal pathogen over several
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centuries.
Gene hunt
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Specific DNA markers were used for accurate identification of specific resistant
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genes. The researchers found the presence of 24 previously pin-pointed resistant
genes in the 161 rice landraces. The landraces were found to harbour 5-19 resistant
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genes.

The landraces from Tripura had the highest number of resistant genes, followed by
those from Maharashtra. The study also pointed out that rice varieties in the same
ecological conditions can have different resistant/susceptible behaviours.
The combination of screening and molecular characterization will help in the
identification of potential donors for leaf blast.
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“The identified associated marker could be used for the selection of parental
materials for the improvement of existing varieties with blast resistance,” adds P.C.
Rath, Head Crop Protection Division and co-author of the paper in an email to The
Hindu.

Astronaut’s body biology changes during space travel
The world’s first astronaut was Yuri Gagarin of the then Soviet Union. He journeyed
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into outer space, completing one orbit around the Earth on 12 April 1961. This
provoked the US to launch “Project Apollo,” to send humans to the moon and bring
them back — and they did. After returning from the moon, the astronaut Armstrong
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made the famous statement: “one small step for man, a giant leap for mankind.” And
as of today, over 536 people from 37 countries have been astronauts, including our
own Rakesh Sharma. And today, there are at least four companies that will, if you
have the purse and passion, arrange to make astronauts out of you.
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How does going out of the Earth into space affect the human body — its chemistry,

c
.
m

physiology, biology and associated medical conditions? For example it takes about
300 days to reach Mars which is 57 million km at its closest from the Earth. How
much bodily change can happen during this one-year trip? It was with these issues
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in mind that the National Aeronautics and Space Administration of the U.S. set up
an experiment to test the changes that happen to various biological features in an
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astronaut, who will be stationed at the International Space Station (ISS) which is
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400 km above, and completes multiple orbits around earth every day.
They placed an astronaut named Scott Kelly on the ISS for a year, measured many
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biological parameters there as he was in flight. For comparison, as “control” they
chose his genetically identical twin Mark Kelly, kept him on earth and did the same
set of measurements on him. This case–control study was a brilliant strategy, since
whatever changes they monitor in Scott vis -à-vis Mark can be attributed to the
effects of space-stay.
Zero gravity and ionising radiations
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What are the factors that may go to affect the body biology in space in contrast to
these on Earth? One is what is called zero gravity or micro-gravity. Out in space,
the individual feels weightlessness, which will affect his body. On the earth, gravity
allows us to stay erect. While standing or walking, our body fluids flow downwards
(we have body pumps and valves built in, so as to maintain our circulation against
the natural downward flow). In space with microgravity, such fluid movements will
be affected. As Dr. Lobrich and Dr. Jeggo point out (Science , 12 April 2019, pp
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127-128), surface gravity has shaped life on earth and most, if not all, physiological
process have adapted to it. How will zero- or microgravity affect them?
The second point of concern is exposure to ionising radiation or IR. This arises from
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cosmic rays, solar flares and such, which will affect the circumnavigating astronaut.
On Earth, the atmosphere and the magnetic field of Earth protect us earthlings
reasonably efficiently. The terrestrial twin is thus better protected from IR than the
space twin.
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This twin experiment of comparing many of the chemical, physiological and
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biochemical features of the space twin with those of his twin on land was done
in detail by a group of scientists (Francine Garrett- Bakelman et al., Science 364,
eaau8650 (2019) DOI: 10.1126/science.aauu.8650). They studied cognition,
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physiology, biochemical changes, microbiology, and gene expression through a
variety of methods, as well as the ends of the chromosomes called telomeres. They
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did exactly the same with Mark on Earth. In addition, they monitored these on Scott
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before his flight, during the flight and immediately after he returned, and again six
months afterwards. This whole study lasted over 25 months.
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What did they find? Some biological functions such as immune response (T cells),
the body mass, the microbial content in the gut and a few others were in the “low risk”
category. Some others, such as the fluids in the vasculature were of mid-level risk.
High risk in space flight had to do with the telomeres at the chromosome ends- they
shortened. This appears to suggest that IR had an effect on him in flight. The effect
of microgravity was felt in a head-ward shift of fluids, thickening of the carotid wall
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and hence cardiovascular and cerebro-vascular changes. The blood flow around
the retina of the eye and the thickening of the choroid was noticed, making his vision
a bit blurred.
Back to normal on return?
Happily enough, as they monitored Scott months after he returned from ISS, they
found much of the in- flight changes reverted to pre- flight levels. While we need
more such studies, it becomes clear that long time space travel may affect biological
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and physiological levels and that, the longer the travel the more the effect. And
one may need even more recuperation time post-flight in order that the changes
disappear, and the space- tourist gets his/her body back to normal.
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Nilgiritribals tense as trekkers trash priceless rock art
The rock paintings in Karikiyoor at KilKotagiri in the Nilgiri forests have withstood the
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forces of nature for some 5,000 years, but in just the last few years, close to 40% of
the paintings have been destroyed by trekkers, tourists, and vandals.
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Members of the Irula tribal community, who have an ancestral link to the site, said
they were “extremely angered” and “disturbed” at the damage by illegal trekkers, who
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have painted over religious symbols using whitener pens and political messages with
chalk, while couples have carved their names on the rocks, permanently disfiguring
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the priceless pre-historic site. They enter the site without permission.
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“The site remained undisturbed till very recently, when a spurt in the number of
tourists has led to many people organising illegal treks to the rock art site,” said R.
Ranganathan, a youth from Karikiyoor village.
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Mr Ranganathan and others now plan to set up a group to regulate tourist entry into
the reserve forest — the rock paintings are found deep inside.
C. Maheswaran, former director of the Tribal Research Centre in Udhagamandalam,
said the society that painted the symbols onto these rocks were contemporaneous
with the Indus Valley civilisation.
“The rock paintings in Karikiyoor contain analogous-Indus script, meaning they
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resemble the script found in Indus civilization sites of northern India,” he said.
Sites such as Karikiyoor need to be preserved to better understand the people that
lived in the region, while also possibly deducing how certain technology and written
scripts could have possibly diffused to southern India from the Indus peoples or vice
versa, Mr. Maheswaran said.
The rock paintings serve both, as a “historical record,” detailing the hunting habits and

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
ways of life of the local communities, and also a ritualistic purpose, local residents
said.
M. Bathran, a village elder in Karikiyoor, said the Irulas have a deep cultural
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connection to the site, believing that their ancestors were the ones who had painted
the symbols. “Till today, we rely on these drawings to teach us the customs we
should follow, remind us of our ties to the land, and the need to protect the forest,”
he said.
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“As the government does not seem to want to protect the site, we plan to put up
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warning boards prohibiting tourists from entering without our permission, and only
with a guide under exceptional circumstances,” Mr. Bathran said. The forests in
which the rock paintings are nestled are also the habitat of wild animals, including
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leopards, sloth bear and elephants.

“The State Archeological Department, the Archeological Survey of India and also the
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Forest Department have a huge say in ensuring the site is protected. They need to
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act quickly to ensure that what remains of the rock paintings are preserved,” said Mr.
Maheswaran. According to him failure to act will lead to the destruction and eventual
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loss of the site forever.

Patients turn litigants as new rules stall therapy
The new rules require clinics engaged in such “new drug” therapy to acquire a
marketing licence. But there is no provision for an interim arrangement for patients
during the application process.
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A Bench of Justices G.S. Sistani and Jyoti Singh said as an interim measure and till
such time as the clinics’ applications for licences are processed, the patients should
continue to receive therapy from their clinics.
One of the appellants, Krishna Tokas, in his plea filed through advocate Ajay Kohli,
said he was suffering from a spinal injury and the notification of the new rules had
resulted in stoppage of his Human Embryonic Stem Cell Therapy, which was required
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for his day-to-day sustenance of life and basic activities.
Mr. Tokas said the clinic administering the treatment was now unable to function until
it obtained a licence.
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Aditya Kumar and Rahul Kaushik, in separate petitions, said they were suffering
from Becker’s Muscular Dystrophy, a rare, X-linked recessive inherited disorder.
Another petition was filed by Ms. Rita Devi, suffering from Dilated Cardiomyopathy,
who had also stopped receiving Human Embryonic Stem Cell Therapy.
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The Bench said the treatment being provided to the four patients should not be
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hindered.

It also said the clinics in question should submit all information on the treatment to
the CDSCO.
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“The authority shall examine whether the treatment or the products being administered,
prima facie, fall within the scope of the expression ‘New Drugs’…, and communicate
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its view to the petitioner and the said clinic,” the Bench added.
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Golden langur to get fruits of MGNREGA in Assam
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For the first time since it became law, the Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment
Guarantee Act (MGNREGA) has a beneficiary other than humans — the rare golden
langur (Trachypithecusgeei ) in a forest in western Assam’s Bongaigaon district.
On June 5, the district authorities launched a Rs. 27.24 lakh project under the
MGNREGA to plant guava, mango, blackberry and other fruit trees to ensure that
the resident golden langurs of the 17 sq.km. Kakoijana Reserve Forest do not have
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to risk their lives to find food.
Community-based plan
Community-based conservation by local NGOs involving 34 villages around the
reserve helped the low golden langur population in Kakoijana rise to 500 by 2015. But
scarce food saw some of them set up colonies in forest patches such as Malegarh,
Nigamghola and Bhumeshwar nearby.
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“This is the first time that MGNREGA, which primarily is for engaging workers to
create roads, canals and ponds, is being used with a focus on food for a primate
species. The project entails planting 10,575 saplings and seedlings of fruit-bearing
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trees,” Adil Khan, Deputy Commissioner, told The Hindu from Bongaigaon.
The Assam Forest Department and local communities will maintain the saplings.
Several golden langurs died earlier by electrocution and in road accidents while
looking for food beyond Kakoijana.
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“The electricity distribution unit has worked on our proposal to insulate overhead
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wires around Kakoijana,” Mr. Khan said. Wildlife activists lauded the Bongaigaon
administration’s step, but said the effort can be sustained only if Kakoijana is declared
a wildlife sanctuary.
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“Kakoijana was once contiguous with Chakrashila Wildlife Sanctuary, about 40
km away and straddling adjoining Dhubri and Kokrajhar districts. The joint forest
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management approach for Kakoijana, enabling people to interfere, is not a long-term
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solution,” said Soumyadeep Dutta of the green group Nature’s Beckon.
Chakrashila sanctuary
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Mr. Dutta’s group had fought for 12 years to earn the status for the 45.5 sq. km.
Chakrashila, India’s first wildlife sanctuary with golden langur as the primary species.
Chakrashila has about 600 golden langurs whose population is scattered across
western Assam and the foothills of Bhutan.
“The scattering of golden langurs in small groups is not a good sign. The primate
needs to be concentrated in viable areas such as Kakoijana that deserves to be a
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wildlife sanctuary as much as Ultapani in the Chirang district,” Mr. Dutta said.

Scientists create a global map of where groundwater meets
oceans
Scientists have created high-resolution maps of points around the globe where
groundwater meets the oceans — the first such analysis of its kind that may help
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protect both drinking water and the seas.
In a study published in the journal Geophysical Research Letters, researchers from
The Ohio State University in the U.S. showed that nearly one-half of fresh submarine
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groundwater discharge flows into the ocean near the tropics.
They also found that regions near active fault lines send greater volumes of
groundwater into the ocean than regions that are tectonically stable.
They found that dry, arid regions have very little groundwater discharge, opening
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the limited groundwater supplies in those parts of the world to saltwater intrusion.
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The team worked with researchers at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory and the
University of Saskatchewan to combine topographical data from satellites and
climate models to show the flow of groundwater around the world’s coasts.
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Managing freshwater

The findings may help coastal communities better protect and manage their drinking
water.
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“Freshwater-groundwater discharge is a natural line of defense against saltwater
intrusion,” said Audrey Sawyer, an assistant professor at Ohio State.
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“It’s a problem that dry regions have as little groundwater discharge as they do
because these are also the places where people are going to tend to look for
groundwater to meet their freshwater needs,” said Dr. Sawyer.
The research work, the first near-global and spatially distributed high-resolution
map of fresh groundwater flow to the coast, could give scientists better clues about
where to monitor groundwater discharge.
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When researchers think about coastal water quality and the way water affects the
biochemical makeup of the world’s lakes and oceans, they typically think about
rivers and streams — and for good reason. Most of the water that gets to lakes
and oceans comes from surface water sources. However, groundwater plays an
important role, too, carrying minerals and, in some cases, pollutants, to surface
bodies of water.
“If you’ve ever been swimming in a lake or in the ocean in the summertime and you
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go through a cold patch, that is probably a place where groundwater is coming out,”
Dr. Sawyer said.
“And that’s just one way that groundwater affects surface water — in that case, it’s
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affecting temperature, but it also affects the chemistry of the water. These effects
can be hard to measure over large scales,” he said.
The team started building these images. The research group focuses on groundwater,
and realised that there was limited information showing where groundwater was
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most likely to flow into the oceans.
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The study found that in some parts of the world, groundwater could be polluting
oceans and lakes with nutrients and other chemicals.

Groundwater, for example, can carry higher concentrations of nitrates — a key
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contributor of the types of harmful algal blooms — as well as high concentrations of
mercury.
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Understanding how and where groundwater gets to surface water could help policy-

a
r
i
p

makers create better plans to improve those bodies of water.
The study also found that climate heavily influences groundwater flow, and that
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cities in dry areas are especially vulnerable to salt water contamination of aquifers.

IIT Mandi observes zero resistance at high temperatures in
gold-silver nanostructures
New results from IIT Mandi indicate that nanostructures made of gold embedded
with silver show zero resistance to the flow of electric current through them.
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Interestingly, this happens at the relatively high temperatures, between 240 K and
275 K, that is, approximately between -33 degrees Celsius and 2 degrees Celsius.
“The resistance fluctuated as we lowered the temperature and suddenly fell below
the limit of resolution of the apparatus on cooling below a critical temperature. As
we repeated the heating and cooling, this critical temperature varied between 240
K and 275 K,” says C.S. Yadav from School of Basic Sciences, IIT Mandi. This

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
poses the interesting question of whether the group has fabricated structures that
are superconducting at relatively high temperatures. A superconductor is a material
that, for one, allows electricity to pass through it with zero resistance.

JUNE 2019
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Reproducibility
Though six gold-silver nanostructure samples were studied, the team was able to
see such a fall in resistance only in one sample. They also did not observe the other
important property of superconductors, namely, when a superconductor is cooled
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below the critical temperature in the presence of a magnetic field, it suddenly expels
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the magnetic flux from its insides below the critical temperature. This is because it
turns into what is called a diamagnet at this temperature. A perfect diamagnet does
not allow magnetic fields to penetrate its bulk.
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The team was inspired by the work of Anshu Pandey and Dev Kumar Thapa
of the Indian Institute of Science, Bengaluru, who had posted on ArXiv their
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observations on carefully fabricated nanostructures of silver embedded in gold.
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They observed a transition with resistance dipping to zero as the samples were
cooled, and also a diamagnetic transition. Even as their preprint is under review, the
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IIT Mandi researchers bring to the public forum these observations on gold-silver
nanostructures, albeit differently fabricated. “We started the work last year after the
first report by Thapa et al,” says Dr Yadav.
Viswanath Balakrishnan, from the School of Engineering at IIT Mandi, who led the
study along with Dr. Yadav, explains the lack of diamagnetism as follows: “Our film
was of thickness approximately 55 nanometre, so back-calculating, the amount of
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material must be just a few micrograms. It is very unlikely this can give a good signal
of diamagnetism.” He agrees that their plans include fabricating the nanostructure in
bulk form: getting at least 1 square centimetre sample, get detailed characteristics
and study the variations in microstructure. “The structure needs to be stabilised,”
he adds.
Puzzling feature
The group also observed that the transition temperature was unaffected when they
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cooled the sample in very high magnetic fields, such as 14 tesla. “This is puzzling
because normally the magnetic field is detrimental to the transition,” says Dr.
Yadav.
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As for the reason for observing zero resistance in only one sample, Dr. Balakrishnan
explains, “We speculate this has to do with spatial inhomogeneity and instability
issues associated with the particular phase. We could not observe this in other
samples of same batch.”
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The reason for this, according to them, could be that microstructural and compositional

c
.
m

distribution in the sample plays an important role in the transition. Dr. Balakrishnan
adds, “Nevertheless our repeated measurements on this sample did show zero
resistance transition over multiple cycles which are presented in our paper.”
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The researchers found that the control and stabilization of the correct phase of AuAg nanostructure present in thin film was the most challenging part of the work. But
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they are excited that their results will generate further interest in Au-Ag and other

a
r
i
p

nanostructure systems in the quest for superconductivity at ambient conditions (that
is, room temperature and normal pressure).

s
a

Efforts needed

“Consistent efforts are required for the identification and stabilization of
superconducting phase in these materials which will pave the way for room
temperature superconductivity,” says Dr. Yadav.
While there are questions, such as difficulty in reproducibility of the microstructure, it
is undeniably an interesting phenomenon that the IIT Mandi researchers have come
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up with.
“We did not observe room temperature superconductivity but observed zero
resistance in Au-Ag thin films. In the light of recent report from IISc, our study surely
provides some evidence and strengthens the need for the further exploration in these
systems,” says Dr. Balakrishnan.
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New paper-based test kit for malaria detection
With over one million reported cases in 2017, malaria still continues to be a burden
for India and most countries of southeast Asia. Now, a group of researchers from IIT
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Guwahati has developed a simple detection method that uses an instrument when in
the lab or a piece of chromatographic paper when in the field.
The kit can be used to detect Plasmodium parasite, which causes malaria and also
specifically detect Plasmodium falciparum, a notorious species.
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Simple instruments
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Using an ordinary syringe fitted with a small magnet, magnetic beads and few
chemicals inside, the researchers were able to specifically capture the antigen
released by the parasites in the blood of malaria patients.
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“As the blood has many interfering agents, we used magnetic bead–tethered
aptamers (two small DNA molecules), which capture only the specific antigens and
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separate these from the blood serum to perform the reaction. The magnetic bead
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helps in holding the aptamers,” explains Naveen Kumar Singh, Ph.D. scholar at the
institute and first author of the paper published in Analytical Chemistry. “This kit also

s
a

has high stability in hot and humid conditions. When mass produced, the kit can be
cheaper than the existing rapid detection test kit available in the market.”
One of the aptamers selectively captures the antigen ( P. falciparum glutamate
dehydrogenase - PfGDH) from the P. falciparum strains, while the other captures
another antigen ( Plasmodiumlactate dehydrogenase - PLDH ) that is common to all
the Plasmodium species.
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The team used PfGDH instead of the currently used HRP-2 as there have been
several reports of HRP-2 gene deletions in P. falciparum. This absence of gene allows
the parasite to evade HRP-2-based detection tests, resulting in a false-negative test
result.
When the captured antigens interact with specific substrates inside the syringe, the
blue dye turns pink. The dye is then adsorbed over a modified chromatographic
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paper. The formation of pink colour on the paper is a direct indication of the presence
of parasites in the blood serum. The intensity of the colour increases when the
concentration of antigen is high.
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“The paper-based method offers the result rapidly and the aptamer-tethered
magnetic beads can be reused too.” adds Naveen.
Sensitivity
In the instrument-based method the intensity of the colour change is measured
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using a spectrophotometer. This gives a quantitative measurement and can detect
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very low level of the antigen in blood.

The team has already filed patent applications for one of the aptamers as well
as for the detection strategy used to develop the kit. “The next phase of the work
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involves validation of the kit through field trial for point of care applications,” says
Prof. Pranab Goswami from the Department of Biosciences and Bioengineering at
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IIT Guwahati and the corresponding author.
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Sportswear giant set to tap Indian firm’s PET project to cut

s
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virgin plastic use

Global sportswear giant Adidas aims at eliminating the use of virgin plastics in its
products by 2024 — with a little help from a Maharashtra-based firm — the only one
of its kind in the country to produce yarn out of discarded PET bottles.
At its first factory set up in Nashik five years ago, Polygenta Technology Limited
deploys an unique technology to break down used PET (short for Polyethylene
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Terephthalate) bottles and convert them into polyester filament yarn.
The firm, with a capacity to convert 30 tonnes of PET bottles into yarn a day, plans
to scale up capacity to around 100 tonnes a day in the next two years to meet
demand from the likes of Adidas — one of its first clients.
Gobbling bottles
This would mean Polygenta would be converting around 8 to 10 million bottles
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a day in a couple of years from now. The yarn produced by Polygenta, currently
sent to Adidas’ manufacturing centres to be converted into sportswear, may also be
tapped to potentially upcycle clothes made from polyester yarn, said the firm’s chief
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marketing officer Makarand Kulkarni.
According to the United Nations, around 300 million tonnes of plastic are produced
every year — roughly the weight of the entire human population. Of this, eight million
tonnes of plastic waste ends up in the oceans; PET bottles are the main contributors

m
o

to plastic waste globally and in India.
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Mr. Kulkarni said the firm’s technology allows for breaking down used PET bottles to
the base product - an ester, which is then used to manufacture yarn.

“Since the time we started, we have recycled over two billion bottles. At present, we
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recycle roughly two million bottles a day,” he said.

Mr. Kulkarni said the PET material collection rate in India is nearly 80% — among the
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best in the world — but a good portion of these bottles are downcycled, eliminating
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the possibility of further recycling. Downcycling is reuse of waste in a manner that
the recycled product is of lower value than the original material.
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“Through our process, we produce high quality polyester filament yarn, which is
on par with yarn made through the conventional process. Moreover, there is huge
energy savings through this process, making it more sustainable,” he said.
Energy efficient
The upcycling process consumes 86% less water and 75% less energy than
conventional manufacturing, but costs approximately 10% more, Polygenta claims.
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“A key area where costs can be reduced is curbing the level of contamination in PET
bottles. If PET bottles are disposed and collected properly, one can expect savings
to the tune of Rs. 5 per kg,” Mr. Kulkarni said, citing an example of Japan where
individuals dispose PET bottles after removing the caps and the labels.

A non-flower, but just as bright for insects
The journey of food involves insect pollinators for 75% of crops, but what cues make

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
them choose particular flowers?
Researchers from the National Centre for Biological Sciences (NCBS) here, who
had co-published an international study on why pollinators prefer some flowers over
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others, are turning to art to aid their search.
Recent studies have pointed to an alarming decline in insect population, making the
study important.
The scientists have teamed up with the Thomas Pausz Studio in an ‘art-as-science’
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project with the aim of utilising art and design knowledge for scientific research.
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This, they say, will help them develop better ways to attract dwindling pollinator
populations to crops and other plants. Their work is currently on display at the Victoria
and Albert Museum (V&A) in London, one of the world’s largest museums of applied
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and decorative art.
Colour or shape
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Researchers from Uppsala University in Sweden, Flinders University in Australia and
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the NCBS, Bengaluru, examined preferences of pollinators across continents, the
findings of which were published in 2017.
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“We studied hoverflies because they are highly prolific pollinators found on every
continent except Antarctica. We replicated cues from flowers that were attractive in
each environment — colour, shape, size, odour, etc — in the form of artificial flower
lures that we tested in each location,” said Shannon Olsson from NCBS.
The team found that some lures were attractive to hoverflies only in certain
environments, but there was one flower lure that was attractive everywhere.
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“This was exciting as it suggested the possibility of a ‘universal’ lure that is attractive
regardless of environment and climate. The problem here was that we didn’t know
which of the cues were important – colour, odour, shape, or more than one. We
needed to deconstruct the cues and isolate the characteristics,” she explained.
‘Formless’ flower
The researchers ran into a barrier when it came to making a shapeless or a colourless
flower. They realised that designers deal in form, function and interpretation and
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approached artists for help.
Artist Thomas Pausz, who initiated the collaboration when he was Artist in Residency
at Srishti Institute of Art, Design and Technology (he got support from the Icelandic
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Artist Salary Fund for the project), said that in order to design a “formless” flower,
he started with thought experiments and philosophical research into ‘form’ and
‘amorphous’ and mythologies of ‘shape shifting’.
“To translate the ideas from our discussions, we used all materials: paper, films and
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UV light. I even asked a local magic school how they would approach this question
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of making a form ‘disappear’,” he said.

The result of the exercise is a series of six ‘non-flower’ artefacts on show at the V&A
alongside the Virtual Reality films based on fractal geometries.
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“Fractals are a component of every form in nature, the ‘form of forms’ if you like. The
complex structures we developed echo the scientists’ finding, according to which
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pollinators prefer flowers with many edges,” said Mr. Pausz.
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Ms. Olsson said Mr. Pausz and the design students came up with key insights on
deconstructing flower objects and isolating essential cues.
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“We used this knowledge to create choice experiments for the hoverflies: on what
flower cues they use to identify flowers, both in the lab and in the field.”
The actual artefacts were realised using a 3D printing machine. “We are currently
working on finding a bio-based compound for testing them with the insects,” Mr.
Pausz added.
The team is designing hands-on lesson plans for children about the importance of
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pollination and identifying and cataloguing Indian pollinators.

DRDO tests tech demonstrator
The Defence Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) conducted the
test of an indigenously developed Hypersonic Technology Demonstrator Vehicle
(HSTDV) along with several critical technologies.
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“The DRDO launched a technology demonstrator vehicle to prove a number
of critical technologies for futuristic missions from Dr Abdul Kalam Island off the
coast of Odisha,” the Ministry of Defence (MoD) said without identifying what the
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technology demonstrator was or if it met the objectives. Defence Minister Rajnath
Singh witnessed the launch.
The missile was successfully launched at 1127 hours and it was tracked by various
radars, telemetry stations and electro optical tracking sensors through its course,
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the MoD added.
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The test was undertaken to validate several technologies including the HSTDV, a
Defence source said. “Some technologies have been validated while some remained
inconclusive of which the data is being analysed,” the source added.
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In the test, a missile with the technology demonstrator vehicle mounted on it is
launched and the vehicle is released only after the missile reaches a certain altitude
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and velocity, one official explained.
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Former DRDO Chief V.K. Saraswat had said in 2008, as the Chief Controller, R and
D (Missiles and Strategic Systems), that through the HSTDV project the idea was
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to demonstrate the “performance of a scram-jet engine at an altitude of 15 km to 20
km, is on”.

“Under this project, we are developing a hypersonic vehicle that will be powered by
a scram-jet engine. This is dual-use technology, which when developed, will have
multiple civilian applications. It can be used for launching satellites at low cost. It will
also be available for long-range cruise missiles of the future,” he had stated.

Science,
Tech and
Environment

In scram-jet technology, fuel combustion takes place in a chamber in the missile at
supersonic speeds.

India to have its own space station: ISRO chief
The ISRO would also join the international space community for a manned mission
to the moon and beyond, Dr. Sivan said.
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Speaking on the progress of Gaganyaan, Minister of State in the Prime Minister’s
Office Jitendra Singh said the project was on track to be realised by the 75th
Independence Day or earlier.
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“Cost approved by the Union Cabinet just before the Model Code of Conduct came
into force was Rs. 10,000 crore,” Dr. Singh said.
Crew selection
A Gaganyaan National Advisory Council has been created with members from
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different institutions and industries. Selection of two to three crew members would
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be done in six months, Dr. Singh said and added that they would then undergo
training for 1-1.5 years after that. The initial phase of training would be in India and
the advanced stage would be done abroad as the project was on a short timeline,
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Dr. Sivan said.

A GSLV Mk-III launch vehicle will be used to launch the Gaganyaan. Prior to that,
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two unmanned missions would be undertaken, one in December next year and the
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second, six months after that.

The Gagayaan mission aims to send a two- or three-member crew to space for a
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period of seven days. The spacecraft would be placed in a low earth orbit of 300400 km.

Eastern Himalayas, a treasure trove of Balsams, yields 20
new species
Between 2010 and 2019, botanists and taxonomists working on Impatiens -- a
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group of plants commonly known as Balsams or jewel-weeds -- discovered 23 new
species from the eastern Himalayas. Consisting of both annual and perennial herbs,
balsams are succulent plants with high endemism. Because of their bright beautiful
flowers, these group of plants are of prized horticultural significance.
The details of the new species, including several new records, have been highlighted
in the book , recently published by the Botanical Survey of India.

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
Authored by RajibGogoi and Souravjyoti Borah and other BSI scientists, the book
presents 83 species, one variety, one naturalised species and two cultivated species
of Balsams. Running over 200 pages, the publication provides a pictorial guide
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which can help ordinary people identify these group of plants. Of the 83 species
described, 45 are from Arunachal Pradesh, 24 from Sikkim and 16 species common
to both states.
Mr, Gogoi, who heads the Sikkim Himalayan Regional Centre of BSI and is behind
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most of these discoveries, said that the study on Impatiens was started by botanists
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like A. P. de Candolle William Roxburgh in the early 19 th century. Later, one of the
most renowned botanists of all times, J.D. Hooker, worked on Indian and southeast
Asian Impatiens from 1901-1911.
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Overcoming challenges

It is also interesting to know how these scientists overcame difficulties in identifying
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these beautiful groups of plants. Prior to 2010, specimens of Impatiens that had
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potential of being identified as new species would be collected but the dried up
specimens looked identical to the species discovered earlier and their effort yielded
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no results.

“After a few failed attempts, we understood where the problem lay and decided that
the plants should be dissected in the field before being taken to the herbarium,” Mr.
Gogoi said.

Other than high endemism, what sets Impatiens apart is their sensitivity to climate
change.
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“Most of the species of Impatiens cannot endure persistent drought or extended
exposure to direct sunlight. As a result Impatiens species are typically confined
to stream margins, moist roadsides, waterside boulders, near waterfalls and wet
forests,” Mr. Borah said.
Scientists and botanists behind the publication said the discovery of these new
species was not enough. “What is required is further research to create different
hybrids with an adaptability to thrive in hot climate, ” Mr. Gogoi said.
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JNCASR finds key protein conferring radiation sensitivity in
cancer cells
Researchers at the Jawaharlal Nehru Centre for Advanced Scientific Research
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(JNCASR), Bengaluru, have unravelled the molecular mechanism by which autophagy
pathway (a pathway recycles unnecessary or dysfunctional cell components) that
gets enhanced leading to human cells becoming resistant to radiation. The immediate
medical implication of the finding will be in treatment of certain cancer patients. The
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JNCASR research team led by Tapas K. Kundu from the Molecular Biology and
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Genetics Unit discovered that absence or downregulation of a particular protein —
positive co-activator 4 (PC4) — is responsible for enhanced autophagy.
DNA damage
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When a cell experiences stress, its DNA gets damaged. Cells with damaged DNA
can either die or can activate the autophagy pathway and recycle the damaged cell
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components and survive. Lack of PC4 protein leads to irregular nuclear shape and
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defects in chromosome distribution in daughter cells. However, these changes do
not lead to cell death but enhanced autophagy. The increased level of autophagy
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allow cells to withstand the stress caused by gamma radiation.
“What we found was that cells despite several defects upon PC4 downregulation
not only did not die, they actually displayed increased proliferation. This was not
expected,” says SwetaSikder from JNCASR and first author of a paper published
in FEBS Journal. “When the cells lacking PC4 protein were exposed to gamma
radiation for 24 hours, there was greater induction of autophagy. This observation
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suggests that gamma radiation further triggers the induction of autophagy in the
cells, thus allowing cells to survive the effects of radiation.”
Studies have shown that in some cancers, resistance to gamma radiation is achieved
through enhanced autophagy. So, the team set to investigate if autophagy was indeed
enhanced in the cells where the PC4 protein is absent or downregulated. “We did
observe enhanced autophagy in the cells that had depleted levels of PC4 protein.
We now know how the cells survived gamma radiation,” says Ravi Manjithaya from
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JNCASR and one of the authors of the paper.
Validation
To validate increased autophagy in cells that had depleted PC4, the researchers
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used inhibitors of autophagy pathway. “The inhibitors reduced autophagy and the
cells that lacked PC4 protein started to die when exposed to gamma radiation,” says
Prof. Kundu, who is currently the Director of CSIR-Central Drug Research Institute,
Lucknow. The team also silenced the gene responsible for autophagy induction to
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revalidate the findings. Even in this case, the proliferation rate reduced drastically.
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The final validation was by restoring (or rescuing) the protein expression in the PC4
knockdown cells. When the PC4 protein was restored to normal levels, autophagy
reduced. The team thus confirmed that in cells with depleted PC4 protein the
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autophagy is enhanced making the cells not only to survive but to also proliferate at
an increased rate and also become resistant to gamma radiation.
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“This is the first time any study has shown that genome organisation is directly
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responsible for autophagy regulation in cells,” says Prof. Kundu.
“We found that in cancers cells that are relatively less malignant, the PC4 level is
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normal and autophagy is low. But in such cells, if the PC4 is depleted then the cells
become highly aggressive,” explains Prof. Kundu. “And if you inhibit the autophagy
in such cells, the proliferation comes down.”
Implications

Explaining the possible medical implication of their study, Prof. Kundu says that in
some cancers the autophagy gets enhanced. And this is seen only in the cancer
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cells and not in normal cells of the cancer patients suggesting that future cancer
therapies may involve supplementation with autophagy inhibitors.
“In the present study, we generated a stable PC4 knockdown cell line for screening
autophagy inhibitors. We are in the process of licensing the cell line,” Prof. Kundu
says.
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Novel selenium-graphene catalyst for fuel cells
Modern energy technology, for example fuel cells which are used commercially
in hydrogen fuel–based cars, require good catalysts that are efficient as well as
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cost-effective. Now, a multi-institutional team from India has developed a seleniumgraphene–based catalyst which is more efficient, costs less and also remains stable
for longer than the usual platinum based catalysts. The institutes involved in the
work are: Tata Institute of Fundamental Research, Hyderabad (TIFR-H), University
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of Hyderabad and Indian Institute of Science Education and Research (IISER)
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Thiruvananthapuram. The research has been published in the journal ACS: Applied
Energy Materials.

Normally, fuel cells use expensive platinum-like elements. “These expensive metal-
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based technologies perform excellently for initial few cycles, but then get degraded
in performance due to many reasons,” explains T.N. Narayanan of TIFR-H, the
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corresponding author. As a result, there is a need to change this part of the fuel cell

a
r
i
p

routinely.

The oxygen reduction reaction is a key step in the functioning of the fuel cell.
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Graphene by itself is a “poor” catalyst of this reaction. In the sense that it involves
reduction of oxygen in two steps, each of which consume two electrons. This is not
very useful either for fuel cells or metal-air batteries.
Platinum is often used to catalyse this reaction. As a substitute, the group developed
the catalyst with selenium and graphene. “Graphene modified with selenium atoms
in very low amounts can perform like platinum in a demonstrated reaction,” Dr.
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Narayanan clarifies.
While neither selenium nor graphene can do the trick by themselves, the combination
works efficiently. “When you do the right chemistry together with small amount of
selenium with high amount of carbon containing graphene, you end up with a very
useful catalyst, which is very cheap too,” he adds.
Poisoning-resistant
Methanol fuel cells, a common form of fuel cell used, suffer from a “poisoning” effect.
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This is a part of the process where the methanol reaches the negative electrode
and coats it, so that the electrode becomes ineffective after some cycles. This is
especially problematic when expensive catalysts like platinum are used, as they
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often are. “We found that the catalyst we have developed has a high tolerance [to
poisoning] while platinum got affected,” says Dr Narayanan.
The concept of single-atom catalyst – that category into which this catalyst falls – is
not new. But earlier concepts had used heavy metals such as platinum, palladium

m
o

and gold. Using selenium is a novel idea mooted by this group.
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“Such direct water converting oxygen reduction reaction catalyst has enormous
applications in other fields too, such as metal-air battery. It is ongoing research for
the development of high energy density devices in batteries. This will be far better

u
r
fo

than the existing lithium ion-based battery,” he says.
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Clues from crickets: Can temperature influence our body
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clock?

Cricket, the tiny insect, is not just good at making spooky noises at night; it has

s
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now helped researchers understand more about the body’s sleep–wake cycle or the
circadian rhythm.

The team from Okayama University in Japan and Indian Institute of Science
Education and Research (IISER) Thiruvananthapuram, looked at how changes in
atmospheric temperature can affect the behaviour and molecular mechanism of the
clock genes.
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Dark environment
They locked up a few adult crickets in a totally dark environment and exposed the
insects to 30 degree C for 12 hours and 25 degree C for the remaining 12 hours.
They found that the activity of the insects increased when the temperature dropped.
In fact, the activity started one hour before the transition period. “The insects being
nocturnal perceived the drop in temperature as evening setting and started its
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activity,” explains Nisha N Kannan from IISER Thiruvananthapuram and first author
of the paper published in Zoological Science .
Till now, drosophila or fruit fly has been considered as a model organism and have
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been used in many studies. So why cricket? According to Dr. Nisha, the circadian
machinery of crickets shows both drosophila and mammal-like traits. “Studying
crickets would help us understand the diversification of insect clocks and how it has
evolved across the kingdom,” she says.
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The team also studied the clock genes — period, timeless, cryptochrome2 and cycle

c
.
m

— to see if the temperature changes altered them.
Optical lobe

The team looked at the optical lobe of the cricket to decode whether the change in
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activity is mediated through the expression levels of the clock genes. “In drosophila,
the body clock control is in the brain scattered across 150 neurons and in humans,
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we have the suprachiasmatic nucleus region in the brain composed of thousands
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of neurons that control our circadian rhythm. Similarly, in crickets, it has been found
that the optical lobe (located in the anterior segment of the brain), which receives the
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visual information from the retina, houses the clock controls,” adds Dr. Nisha.
Changes were seen in the period and timeless mRNA expression indicating these
are the initial clock gene components that respond to changes in the external
environmental temperature.
The case of mammals
Will this hold true for humans? In mammals, in addition to the master clock present
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in the brain, peripheral circadian clocks too operate, which means that the cells and
tissues throughout our body have their own individual clocks.
Dr. Nisha explains that this peripheral circadian clock can be affected by temperature
changes but our master clock in the brain is resistant to temperature changes.
Our brain has evolved to even override the peripheral circadian clock, so, fortunately,
temperature changes (unless very extreme) cannot affect our body clock.
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NIT Rourkela: Converting fruit waste to ethanol
With finite supply of combustible and natural energy sources, there is a demand
for alternative energy sources. This has led to increased focus on biofuels. Now,
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researchers from the Department of Biotechnology and Medical Engineering at the
National Institute of Technology (NIT) Rourkela, Odisha, have discovered a marine
bacterial strain ( Citrobacterspecies) that can produce ethanol directly from fruit
waste.
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Tolerant strains
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The Citrobacter species was isolated from the marine water near Digha and
Shankarpur seashore of West Bengal. Ten strains were found to be highly tolerant
to ethanol. The strains were tested with various waste materials including kitchen,
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paper, fruit and garden waste for their ability to produce ethanol.

“We wanted a more eco-friendly and cost-efficient method apart from the usual
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fermentation processes for the production of bioethanol,” says Angana Sarkar from
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NIT Rourkela, the corresponding author of the paper published in the journal Process
Safety and Environment Protection.
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Of the ten ethanol-resistant strains screened, a particular species ( Citrobacter sp.
E4) was found to directly convert fruit waste into ethanol without any pretreatment.
The waste material was powdered to enhance bacterial activity and thereby reduce
the time taken to produce ethanol. The powdered waste along with the bacterial
strain and mineral salts required for its growth were introduced into the bioreactor.
Under optimum temperature (33.2°C) and optimum pH (7.1), a maximum output of
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0.30g of ethanol was obtained from 1g of fruit waste. It took over 24 hours to convert
waste into ethanol.
Due to the high sugar content, fruit waste was found to be the most favourable,
whereas paper waste was the least favourable due to the presence of cellulosic
substances. The researchers note that this method is environment-friendly,
sustainable and cost-efficient.
The species was further tested and found to be non-pathogenic and antibiotic-
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resistant against cephalosporin and ampicillin, to name a few.
The species could be easily cultured under laboratory conditions. “We are trying to
genetically modify the species to increase the amount of ethanol produced,” adds

JUNE 2019

Dr. Sarkar.
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An ode to Mendeleev and his periodic table of elements
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Mankind has known materials such as gold, silver, mercury, iron, phosphorous,
sulphur and others since antiquity. Alchemists tried making gold out of “base”
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metals — with no success. But we had to wait until the English school teacher
John Dalton who in 1808 came up with his “new system of chemical philosophy”,
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where he proposed that chemical elements are made of atoms; any given element
is made entirely of one kind of atom and that each atom has a characteristic weight;
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chemical reactions occur when atoms of different elements interact with one another.
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Dalton and Thomas Thomson from England and Berzelius from Europe defined the
weight of a hydrogen atom as one, and the atomic weights of other elements were
measured using this standard. By the 1860s, the atomic weights of a large number
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of elements were published.

The question that captured the minds of chemists at that time was: is there any pattern
or logic that one can derive by looking at the similarity in the properties of certain
classes of atoms (say, lithium, sodium and potassium) on one hand, and their atomic
weights on the other? Johann Dobereiner of Germany in 1817 found that, if he took
a triad of elements with similar properties, the atomic weight of the middle element is

Science,
Tech and
Environment

roughly midway between those of the other two [e.g., sodium with atomic weight 23
is midway between lithium (3) and potassium (39), or bromine (80) between chlorine
(35) and iodine (127)]. And in 1865, the English chemist John Newlands stated his
“law of octaves”: if elements are arranged in increasing atomic weight order, those
with similar properties occur after each interval of seven elements (for example,
lithium and sodium, or carbon and silicon), much as the notes in music.

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
It was against this background that we meet Professor Dimitri Mendeleev at St.
Petersburg, Russia, in 1865. Not satisfied with existing text books, he wrote his
own. In doing so, he had to organise the elements and arrange them in a logical
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order. Dr Tom Siegfried writes in ScienceNews on 9-1-2019 that Mendeleev wrote
each of the 69 then known elements with their properties on a note card, arranged
the cards in vertical columns from lower to higher atomic weights, and found that
elements arranged according to the size of their atomic weights show clear periodic
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properties, and more importantly “the size of the atomic weight determines the nature
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of the elements”. He presented this discovery before the Russian Chemical Society
on March 1, 1869. The periodic table was born. (Incidentally, Siegfried’s lucid essay:
“How the periodic table went from a sketch to an enduring masterpiece”, mentioned
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above, is a free access article, highly recommended for reading).
Predictive power
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This periodic table of Mendeleev not only confirmed the works of Dobereiner and
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Newlands (that every eighth element in the table resemblesthe first), but could go
further. Given this repetition rule, he could predict that an element (he named it eka-
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silicon) will be discovered which will resemble silicon and have an atomic weight
of 72. Sure enough it was found in 1886, and was named germanium. Likewise,
his prediction of eka-aluminium too came true; gallium discovered in 1875 had
all properties predicted by Mendeleev. Siegfried writes: “His [Mendeleev’s] table
finished the transformation of chemical science from the medieval magical mysticism
of alchemy to the realm of modern scientific rigor. The periodic table symbolizes not
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merely the constituents of matter, but the logical cogency and principled rationality
of all science.”
While Dalton and Mendeleev believed that the atom is the ultimate indivisible
particle of an element, modern physics, by the turn of the century, showed that
atoms themselves are made up of a central nucleus, inside which “protons” (with
a single positive charge and weighing that of a hydrogen atom) and often also of
“neutrons” (no charge but mass of a hydrogen atom) reside, and “electrons” (of
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negligible mass, but a single negative charge) spinning around the nucleus at
various well-defined orbits of increasing radius, somewhat akin to the sun and its
planets. This idea enabled chemists to arrange elements in such atomic models,
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and in orbits of increasing levels corresponding to the atomic number (protons in
the nucleus). The electrons in the outermost orbits in an atom govern the chemical
properties of the element.
Note that orbits arranged in increasing well-defined levels. This periodicity indeed
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concurs with Mendeleev’s periodic table arrangement and its predictions. In a
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sense, Mendeleev was “prescient.” This was his grand plan to arrange elements,
whose 150th year we celebrate in 2019.

A poetic tribute to the Periodic Table has been written by Dr. Alok K. R. Paul,

u
r
fo

Principal Scientist at the Central Electrochemical Research Institute, Chennai Unit.
This “ode to the periodic table” can be accessed at https://euroscientist.com/ode-

t
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to-the-periodic-table/. Read it and enjoy it!
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Cyclone Fani dealt a big blow to honeybees in coastal
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Odisha

Cyclone Fani has caused substantial damage to honeybees living in the natural
environment as well as farms and homes in coastal Odisha. The loss of pollinators
is set to affect production of fruits and vegetables in the storm-hit areas.
The situation is particularly grim in Puri and Khurda districts that were badly ravaged
by the cyclone on May 3. The other districts where honeybees were severely hit
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include Cuttack, Jagatsinghpur and Kendrapara.
Thousands of bee colonies on trees and buildings are believed to have been
damaged by wind with speeds of up to 200-220 kmph.
Chitta Ranjan Satapathy, former principal investigator of All India Coordinated
Research Project on Honey Bees & Pollinators in Odisha, said honey production
will remain low at least for two years in the five affected districts.
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Food shortage
In fact, the cyclone hit Odisha when many varieties of trees had flowered and the
bees were collecting honey. The period from January to May is the peak time for
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honey production, said Prof. Satapathy.
The bees that survived the storm are now facing severe shortage of food.
This phase will continue till the rainy season gets over, he added.
Although there is no concrete data available about the number of bee colonies at
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farms and homes, Prof. Satapathy said that information collected from farmers in
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rural areas indicated that around 5,000 colonies suffered with the hives getting
damaged.
Keeping track
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He said bee keepers in the State have formed a WhatsApp group ‘Nectar Odisha’ to
keep track of damages and restoration of hives in farms and individual homes. The
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group has more than 180 members at present.

a
r
i
p

Such was the impact of the cyclone that more than 150 beehives were destroyed in
individual homes in Bhubaneswar city, which comes under Khurda district.
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Bhabani Patra, a young professional bee keeper, has been busy restoring the broken
hives at his small farm on the outskirts of the city besides helping others.
Apart from honeybees, the storm also badly hit the butterfly population in the State’s
coastal belt. But with the trees slowly turning green, things are likely to improve by
next year.
In
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such

a

situation,

extensive

plantation

of

bee-friendly

plants

such

as karanja , neem , jamun ,polanga , boula and tamarind should be planted along
the roads, apart from restoration of coconut and mango orchards, suggested a bee
lover.

India to host UN meet on land degradation in September
India for the first time will host the 14th session of the Conference of Parties
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(COP-14) of the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD) in
September.
It will see participation from at least 5,000 delegates from nearly 197 countries and
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will be held between September 2 and 14 in Delhi, Union Environment Minister
Prakash Javadekar said.
Ahead of the COP-14, Mr. Javadekar launched a flagship project, part of a larger
international initiative called the Bonn Challenge, to enhance India’s capacity for

m
o

forest landscape restoration (FLR).
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Building capacity

It will be implemented during a pilot phase of three-and-a-half years in Haryana,
Madhya Pradesh, Maharashtra, Nagaland and Karnataka. The project will aim to
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develop and adapt the best practices and monitoring protocols for the country, and
build capacity within the five pilot States.
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This will eventually be scaled up across the country, Saibal Dasgupta, a senior official
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in the Forest Division of the Union Environment Ministry, told The Hindu.
India faces a severe problem of land degradation, or soil becoming unfit for cultivation.
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A 2016 report by the Indian Space Research Organisation found that about 29% of
India’s land (in 2011-13) was degraded, this being a 0.57% increase from 2003-05.
At the previous edition of the COP, India had committed to restore 13 million hectares
of degraded and deforested land by the year 2020, and an additional 8 million
hectares by 2030.
The Bonn Challenge is a global effort to bring 150 million hectares of the world’s
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deforested and degraded land under restoration by 2020, and 350 million hectares
by 2030.
The United Nations has three major Conventions: the United Nations Framework
Convention on Climate Change (UNFCCC), the Convention on Biological Diversity
(CBD) and the United Nations Convention to Combat Desertification (UNCCD).
Established in 1994, the UNCCD is the only legally binding international agreement
linking environment and development issues to the land agenda.
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Vayu no longer a cyclone, to cross as low pressure
Cyclone Vayu has dissipated earlier than anticipated and will not make a landfall
over Gujarat, a senior weather department official confirmed to The Hindu .
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‘Vayu’ was expected to make cross over by Monday midnight, according to an India
Meteorological Department’s (IMD) assessment late Sunday.
“It has already become a ‘depression’ and by midnight will cross over the Gujarat
coast as a well marked low pressure,’’ said MadhavanRajeevan, Secretary, Ministry
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of Earth Sciences.
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While this would still bring rains and winds — and fishermen have been warned to
stay away — it effectively means that ‘Vayu’ no longer poses a threat to Gujarat.

A ‘well marked low pressure’ refers to a state when a tropical storm has lost is

u
r
fo

strength and no longer possesses an ‘eye’ or a centre, which is the hallmark of a
cyclone. “For a landfall, it has to be atleast a depression,” Mr. Rajeevan said.
‘Tricky process’
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“Forecasting the track of this cyclone was tricky because there were complications
posed by the monsoon pressure systems,” he said. Now that ‘Vayu was over, the
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monsoon could continue its journey along India’s Western coast.
The branch of the monsoon that gives rain along India’s western coast reached
Kerala nearly a week later than its scheduled date of June 8. Currently, India has
got only about 60% of the monsoon rain that it normally gets in the first fortnight of
June.
As of Monday afternoon, ‘Vayu’ was “stationary” in the Arabian sea, according to an
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IMD communiqué, and it lay about 295 km away from Bhuj.
‘Likely to weaken’
“The system is very likely to weaken into a depression during the next 3-6 hours and
further weaken into a well marked low pressure area subsequently ,” the IMD said.

Lunar orbiter spacecraft arrives in Sriharikota
The mother orbiter spacecraft of Mission Chandrayaan-2 has reached the launch
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port of Sriharikota from Bengaluru and will soon be joined by its lander and rover
companions, the ISRO said .
Their epic journey of 3.84 lakh km to Moon, to land on it and explore its surface will
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begin on July 15.
The orbiter was despatched from the U.R. Rao Satellite Centre here late last week
and reached the launch port of the Satish Dhawan Space Centre on June 15. ISRO
Chairman K. Sivan flagged off the road shipment carrying the lander and the rover at
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the URSC in the presence of URSC Director P. Kunhikrishnan and Chandrayaan-2
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project director M. Vanitha.
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Delhi goes looking for giraffes in Thailand zoos

The National Zoological Park, better known as Delhi zoo, has not had a single giraffe
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for the last four years. The zoo authorities have now written to three zoos in Thailand
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for the animal through an exchange programme.

Thailand has 24 giraffes in seven of its zoos and the NZP has asked for five of them,
an official privy to the development said.
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In 2015, Delhi zoo’s last giraffe, eight-year-old Ankit, died after suffering a heart
attack and kidney failure.

Since then multiple attempts have been made for the zoo to acquire a giraffe. “In
the past two years since I took charge, we have written to several other zoos for
giraffes in exchange programmes,” NZP director Renu Singh toldTheHindu . Earlier
this month, they wrote to zoos in Mysuru and Patna for giraffes and are still awaiting
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their response.
“To maintain the animal collection and fulfil the objective of imparting education, I
hereby propose an animal exchange programme with your esteemed institute,” read
Ms. Singh’s letters sent to the three zoos in Thailand . The letters have been sent
along with a list of Delhi zoo’s surplus animals, including blackbucks and spotted
deer.
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“We have an enclosure ready for the giraffes. It has been cleaned and prepared,”
the zoo director said.
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Uptick for India on sanitation in UN report
India has made great gains in providing basic sanitation facilities since the start of
the millennium, accounting for almost two-thirds of the 650 million people globally
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who stopped practising open defecation between 2000 and 2017.

However, a monitoring report by UN organisations released shows that there has
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been absolutely no growth in the population with access to piped water facilities over
that period, while large inequalities remain between rural and urban areas.
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As for drinking water, the Joint Monitoring Programme report by UNICEF and
WHO shows India has increased the percentage of its population with access to
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a protected drinking water source less than 30 minutes away, from 79% in 2000 to
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93% in 2017.

However, the percentage of households getting piped water has remained stagnant
at 44% over the 17-year period.
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In rural India, only 32% of the population has access to piped water, less than half
of the 68% who have access in urban India.
“Drinking water is now the highest priority of the development agenda for this
government,” said Drinking Water and Sanitation secretary Parameswaran Iyer.
The contours of a new scheme, tentatively called Nal Se Jal, are being drafted this
month.
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With regard to sanitation, India’s record has been better. The country is responsible
for almost single-handedly dragging the world towards achieving Sustainable
Development Goal of ending open defecation. The South Asian region, including
India, accounted for almost three-fourths of the population who stopped defecating
in the open between 2000 and 2017, according to the report. Of the 2.1 billion people
who gained access to basic sanitation services over this time period globally, 486
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million live in India.
“India’s Swachh Bharat mission has been an example and inspiration to other
countries,” said Mr. Iyer. “Nigeria sent a delegation to study the programme…We
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believe our programme had four reasons for its success: political leadership, public
financing, partnerships and people’s participation.”
In rural India, only 32% of the population have access to piped water, less than half
of the 68% who have access in urban India.
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“Drinking water is now the highest priority of the development agenda for this
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government,” said Drinking Water and Sanitation Secretary Parameswaran Iyer.

The contours of a new scheme, tentatively called Nal Se Jal, are being drafted this
month.
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With regard to sanitation, India’s record has been better. The country is responsible
for almost single-handedly dragging the world towards achieving Sustainable
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Development Goal of ending open defecation. The South Asian region, including
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India, accounted for almost three-fourths of the population who stopped defecating
in the open between 2000 and 2017, according to the report. Of the 2.1 billion
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people who gained access to basic sanitation services over this time period globally,
486 million live in India.

“India’s Swachh Bharat mission has been an example and inspiration to other
countries, especially in Africa, but also East and South Asia,” said Mr. Iyer. “Nigeria
sent a delegation to study the programme…We believe our programme had
four reasons for its success that we can share with the rest of the world: political
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leadership, public financing, partnerships and people’s participation.”
The millions of new toilets which mark the progress of the Swachh Bharat mission
are, however, producing large amounts of solid and liquid waste that India simply
does not have the ability to treat and dispose of safely. According to the report, only
30% of the country’s waste water is treated at plants providing at least secondary
treatment, in comparison to an 80% global average.
“Solid and liquid waste management will be the focus of Swachh Bharat phase 2.
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We will launch the roadmap and strategy for that programme next month,” said Mr.
Iyer.
“The human right to sanitation implies that people not only have a right to a
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hygienic toilet but also have a right not to be negatively affected by unmanaged
faecal waste. This is most relevant to poor and marginalised groups who tend to
be disproportionately affected by other people’s unmanaged faecal sludge and
sewage,” says the report, highlighting inequalities beyond toilet access.
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KSEB signs deal for Brahmapuram plant

Providing a new impetus to the government’s ambitious project to establish Waste-
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to-Energy (WtE) plants across the State, the Kerala State Electricity Board (KSEB)
signed a power purchase agreement with Kochi-based GJ Eco Power Pvt. Ltd., the
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agency implementing the project at the Brahmapuram solid waste treatment plant.
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Under the agreement, the KSEB will purchase the power generated from the
9.76-MW WtE plant at a rate of Rs. 6.17 per unit for a period of 20 years from
the commercial operation date. The tariff has been approved by the Kerala State
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Electricity Regulatory Commission.
The company had been roped in by the Kochi Corporation to implement the State’s
first WtE project in the public-private partnership mode.
The firm, which will be supplied with 330 tonnes per day (TPD) of municipal solid
waste by the local body, is tasked with generating 47 million units (mu) of power.
The proposed plant is expected to be commissioned within 18 months of the launch
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of its construction. The power purchase agreement was signed in the presence
of Electricity Minister M.M. Mani, Electricity Department secretary B. Ashok and
KSEB chairman and managing director N.S. Pillai.
According to James Adai, Director of GJ Eco Power Pvt. Ltd., the plant will be
established on a plot of 20 acres that has been allocated for the project.
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Hydrotherapy to soothe elephants’ feet and joints
Captive elephants are made to navigate environments that their bodies were not
built for. “Standing on concrete for long periods becomes an invitation to the early
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onset of arthritis. Also, due to lack of proper foot care, the toenails and cuticles of the
elephants overgrow and become more prone to cracking,” said Dr. YadurajKhadpekar,
senior veterinary officer at the Wildlife SOS Elephant Conservation and Care Centre
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(ECCC), situated on the banks of the Yamuna in Mathura.

“As such, standing and walking becomes painful for these long-ranging animals,’’
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he said, pointing to the benefits they will get from the new hydrotherapy clinic.

KartickSatyanarayan, co-founder and CEO Wildlife SOS, said: “An effective
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complementary treatment for the elephants’ painful joints and feet is hydrotherapy,
a form of physical therapy that uses the therapeutic benefits of water to perform

t
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physical rehabilitation in animals.”
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“Exerting hydrostatic pressure that compresses muscle and joints, hydrotherapy
helps in relieving chronic muscle aches as well as rebuild muscle memory with its
natural resistance,” he said.
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Changes to IT Act to take effect soon
The government will soon notify amendments to the Information Technology (IT) Act
that seek to make it mandatory for online platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook
and Twitter to trace the originator of “unlawful” content.
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“The guidelines have been almost finalised. They will be notified very soon,” an
official source said. Last December, the government sought public comments on
the draft amendments to the IT Act proposed with an aim to curb the spread of
fake news. Besides tracing the origin of the message, the draft rules proposed the
removal of “unlawful content” within 24 hours from the platform.
Opposition’s criticism
The draft rules had drawn criticism from the Opposition as well as some experts over
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fears of “surveillance and censorship”. Additionally, platforms such as WhatsApp
have been at loggerheads with the government over the issue of tracing the origin
of a message.
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However, the government has pointed out that a number of lynchings occurred in
2018 mostly due to fake news being circulated on social media sites. It has further
reasoned that social media had brought new challenges for the law enforcement
agencies, including inducement for recruitment of terrorists, circulation of obscene
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content, spread of disharmony and incitement to violence.
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IIT Guwahati uses water-repelling cotton for sustained drug
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release

Sustained release of drugs for as long as 110 days has now been achieved by
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researchers at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Guwahati by immobilising the
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drugs on cotton that is extremely water repelling (superhydrophobic). A team led by
Uttam Manna from the Department of Chemistry found that 30% of the drug was
released within 48 hours and the remaining drug over a period of 110 days. Two
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drugs — aspirin and tetracycline — were tested for sustained drug release.
Collaboration

“We have extended this approach [use of superhydrophobic cotton coated with the
drug for sustained release] to make bandages for wound healing,” says Dr. Manna.
“Animal studies will be undertaken soon. The collaborative work with the Delhibased International Centre for Genetic Engineering and Biotechnology (ICGEB)
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has already begun.”
The researchers found that the duration of drug release can be tuned by varying the
degree of water repelling property of cotton. For instance, when water repellence
was reduced from 155 degree to 125 degrees, the duration of drug release reduced
sharply from 110 days to over 50 days. “When the cotton was moderately waterrepelling (125 degrees), 64% of the drug was released over 48 hours and the

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
remaining drug was released over 50 days in the case of both the drugs tested,”
Arpita Shome from IIT Guwahati and first author of a paper published in the
journal ACS Sustainable Chemistry & Engineering.
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Altering properties
To make the supremely water-absorbing cotton to repel water the researchers coated
the cotton with a naturally occurring protein — bovine serum albumin (BSA). The
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BSA protein is dissolved in water and when ethanol is added it forms nanoparticles,
which get embedded on the cotton. The BSA nanoparticles are made to bind to
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each other to form a 3D coating on the cotton with the addition of a cross-linker
(5ACl). “The residual acrylates of 5ACl are further exploited to react with amine-
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containing long-chain hydrocarbons. The long hydrocarbon chain of the alkyl amine
renders hydrophobicity to cotton,” says Shome.
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“Two essential criteria are needed for achieving extreme water repellence —
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topography which can trap a layer of air and low surface energy coating that makes
the cotton inert so it does not react with water,” says Dr. Manna. In this case,
the BSA nanoparticles provide the required topography and the long hydrocarbon
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chain of the alkyl amine makes the cotton inert.
“We can tailor water repellency to varying degrees — 125-150 degrees — by
selecting an appropriate alkyl amine to react with the residual acrylates on the BSA
nanoparticles,” Dr. Manna says.
The drug to be loaded onto the extremely water-repelling cotton is dissolved in
ethanol and the cotton is soaked in the drug-containing ethanol. When the cotton is
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removed, the ethanol evaporates leaving behind the drug molecule on the cotton.
Superhydrophobicity returns once ethanol evaporates.
How it works
When the cotton containing the drug comes in contact with water, the air that is
trapped gets displaced. Water slowly starts penetrating the cotton and comes in
contact with the drug molecule and dissolves it. The dissolved drug diffuses out of
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the cotton and thus the slow release of drug over a period of over three months is
achieved.
When cotton is supremely water repelling, there is sustained release for about 110
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days after the burst-release in the first 48 hours. When the cotton is moderately
water-repelling, 64% of drug is released in 48 hours and the remaining over the
next 50 days.
Both the drugs were released in a similar fashion and the bioactivity of the tetracycline
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released at one, three and seven days was examined. “The bioactivity was similar
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to the native drug at all three time periods. Tetracycline was able to prevent the
proliferation of both E. coli and Streptococcus aureus ,” says Dr. Manna.

The antibacterial study was done in collaboration with Prof. Biman Mandal’s group
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at IIT Guwahati.
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Remotely sensed indices unreliable in informing elephant

a
r
i
p

forage

A field study by researchers from Bengaluru shows that a popularly used index that
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remotely estimates density of vegetation does not yield a reliable estimate of food
abundance for elephants in tropical forests. In fact, researchers show that this index
has a negative correlation with graminoids (grassy food – grasses, sedges and
rushes – preferentially consumed by elephants) in tropical forests.
Monitoring vegetation
For both academic and practical purposes, there is the practice of remotely monitoring
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vegetation in an area and representing it in terms of maps and parameters. One
such parameter used is the normalized difference vegetation index (NDVI) which is
measured remotely from satellite data. This has been used to estimate the amount
of food abundance available to herbivorous animals, for example, elephants. The
NDVI is used, for instance, in attempts to track the presence of elephants using the
vegetation they consume. However, this work clearly establishes that this can be
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misleading, and field-based studies are the ones which can yield definitive results.
The work is published in the journal Biotropica.
“There is a need to establish this, because the obvious has not been understood,”
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says Ajay Desai who is a consultant to World Wildlife Fund, India, and an expert on
Asian elephants.
The researchers were led by T.N.C Vidya from the Evolutionary and Organismal
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Biology Unit of Jawaharlal Nehru Centre for Advanced Scientific Research
(JNCASR), Bengaluru.
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They carried out the study in the Nagarhole National Park, in the Nilgiris-Eastern
Ghats in southern India and sampled five 20m X 5 m vegetation plots along each of
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17 transects (lines along which the regions to be sampled can be marked out) in the
wet season in 2011 and 22 transects in the dry season. The transects included three
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forest types: moist deciduous, dry deciduous and teak forests. “We found that the
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abundance of food plants is not correlated with NDVI. This should be a prerequisite
before using NDVI as a proxy of food abundance,” says Hansraj Gautam, the first
author of the paper, who is also at JNCASR.
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The NDVI is a simple indicator which tells how much of the ground is covered with
vegetation. It basically calculates the difference between the red and near infrared
components of light reflected by objects, from, say, a satellite. Since healthy
vegetation strongly absorbs red and reflects near infrared light, this difference can
indicate the presence of healthy vegetation and map it into a colour code.
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Negative correlation
“We found that NDVI was negatively correlated to grasses. This means grass
abundance tends to be low in locations where NDVI is high and vice-versa,” says Dr
Vidya. Though this is counterintuitive, she explains why this occurs: “While canopy
cover and shrub abundance contribute positively to NDVI, they negatively affect
grass abundance. Because of the poor correlation, NDVI cannot be reliably used
as a measure of forage abundance in a multi-storeyed forest with a low proportional
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abundance of food species.” Grasses form a large component of food of elephants
and also ungulates (hoofed animals) like deer, sambar and gaur.
“NDVI is extremely useful… and has been used to inform the ecology of various
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species, from elephants and red deer to mosquitoes and birds. But it is known to
perform badly to help assess changes in primary productivity of plants under a
dense canopy,” says Nathalie Pettorelli, a conservation ecologist from Zoological
Society of London and an expert on remote sensing and management of natural
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resources. “The results do not surprise me… this pattern was shown in other
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settings [in Poland, in deciduous forests],” she adds.
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Bhubaneswar becomes 0.5 degree C hotter due to
urbanisation
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How urbanisation of cities in the last decade can sharply increase the local
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temperature has been well documented by a recent study undertaken by researchers
at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Bhubaneswar.
Blame it on increased urbanisation, the local surface temperature in large cities
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in Odisha — Cuttack and Bhubaneswar — has increased by as much as 40-50%
during the period 2001-2010. While temperature has increased by about 0.9 degree
C due to regional warming, which is a global phenomenon, urbanisation or changes
in land use and land cover alone has contributed 40-50% of that increase in these
cities. In other words, there has been a 0.5 degree C increase in absolute local
temperature in large cities in the State during the period 2001 to 2010 solely due
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to urbanisation.
In the case of smaller cities and town in the State of Odisha, the change in local
warming caused by urbanisation or changes in land use and land cover has been
about 25%.
Thirty-year data
The team used 30 years of surface temperature measurements taken from over
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22 sites over the state of Odisha coupled with Earth Observation data and model
output to explore the effect of land use land cover and its changes.
“When compared with rural areas, the local warming in cities in Odisha is double
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due to urbanisation,” says Dr. V. Vinoj from the Institute’s School of Earth, Ocean
and Climate Sciences and corresponding author of a paper published in the
journal Scientific Reports.“The local warming due to urbanisation in Odisha in
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2001-2010 is comparable to any other developed region of the world.”

The 0.5 degree C increase in local temperature in Bhubaneswar can be traced
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back to rapid urbanisation of the city in about 15 years. An earlier study by the team
led by Dr. D. Swain from IIT Bhubaneswar and a co-author of the latest paper had
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found 83% increase in urbanisation of Bhubaneswar between 2000 and 2014. The
rapid increase in urbanisation was at the cost of dense vegetation and crop fields.
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While dense vegetation reduced by 89%, crop fields shrunk by 83%.

a
r
i
p

Cropping patterns

The study shows that across the State of Odisha, changes in cropping pattern and
urbanisation have together had a clear effect on long term temperature changes.
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For instance, the cropping pattern has seen a clear shift from Kharif crops (JulyOctober) to Rabi crops (October-March). Compared with 2004, Kharif crop cultivation
area in 2010 had reduced by 28,000 sq. km, whereas there has been an increase
of 38,000 sq. km in Rabi crop cultivation area during the same period.
The northeast part of the State has witnessed the greatest change in land use and
land cover during the period 2001-2010. During the period 1991-2000, the western
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part of the State saw the most change in land use and land cover causing more
warming in that region. However, during the period 2001-2010, the trend shifted to
northeast as changes in land use and land cover were more pronounced in that
part of the State causing more warming in northeast Odisha.
“Our study provides crucial information for policy makers to understand the relative
contribution from each land use type to surface temperature, we believe this
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information would help with future land use planning in the state of Odisha,” Prof. J.
Dash from the University of Southampton, UK and a co-author of the paper says in
a release.
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Why did woolly rhino, mammoth go extinct?
A pile of dung may irk many, but not these researchers who spend days analysing

m
o

yak dung to understand the vegetation and climate of the past and the connections
they have to extinct mega herbivores such as the woolly rhino and mammoth.
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The wild yak is an endangered species restricted to the higher Himalayas of Asia,
the Tibetan plateau and parts of North Russia. It can tolerate temperatures as low
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as -40 degrees Celsius and is associated with the Himalayan tahr and White-bellied
musk deer. The most non-invasive way to study its diet and the local vegetation is
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by examining its dung.
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During the summer of 2017, researchers from Birbal Sahni institute of Palaeosciences,
Lucknow set out to the hilly terrain which is about 25 km from the Dronagiri village in
Chamoli district of Uttarakhand and collected the dung samples. This exercise was
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repeated in the winter season too.
Diverse diet

Once back in the laboratory, they carried out the macro- and micro-botanical
analyses to decode its diet. A good diversity of pollen, spores and phytoliths (silica
bodies found in plants) were seen. This meant that the yak preferred a variety of
food — simple grass to leaves and fruits of woody trees. This diversity was high
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during summer and the yak could walk up to 50 km in search of food.
This also indicated that the yak was able to modify its diet according to the climatic
change of the past. “The end of the Pleistocene epoch (11,700 years ago) and
the start of Holocene brought about a change in vegetation and also introduced
humans,” explains Swati Tripathi, one of the authors of the paper published in PLOS
ONE. “Giant mammoth and woolly rhino which used to live with the yak about

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

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB
18,000-20,000 years ago were not able to adapt to these changes and thus went
extinct. This is a classic example of ‘survival of the fittest’. Our humble yak proved
to be the fittest one.”
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The yak dung analysis also helped to map out the different plants and trees in
that area, thus, generating modern botanical analogue for palaeo environmental
studies in higher Himalayas.
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Mega herbivores

“Across the globe, many researchers are working on coprolite or fossilized dung of
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extinct animals. A comparison of the present results with the extinct ones can help
understand more about ancestor climatic factors and other adaptation strategies
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of mega herbivores.

“These animals mostly depend on the regional flora and studies can throw light on
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the past vegetation of an area,” adds Dr. Sadhan Kumar Basumatary, corresponding
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author of the paper.
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Controversial telescope to be built on sacred Hawaiian
peak

After years of protests and legal battles, officials have announced that a massive
telescope which will allow scientists to peer into the most distant reaches of our
early universe will be built on a Hawaiian volcano that some consider sacred.
Hawaii Governor David Ige said it was the final legal step in a long, often contentious,
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process, and that construction is expected to begin sometime this summer.
Scientists say the summit is one of the best places on Earth for astronomy. The
telescope would be three times as wide as the largest existing visible-light telescope
in the world, with nine times more area. Several telescopes and observatories are
already on the summit.
But opponents say the telescope will desecrate sacred land atop Mauna Kea, a
place of religious importance to Native Hawaiians.
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State officials arrived at the summit to remove Native Hawaiian structures that had
been built on land where the telescope will be constructed.
Native Hawaiians have used the structures for years, said Kealoha Pisciottaa a Native
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Hawaiian activist whoconsiders the removal of the structures to be desecration and
discriminatory.
The new telescope will allow astronomers to reach back 13 billion years, to the time
just after the big bang, and scientists say it will help answer fundamental questions
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about the advent of the universe.
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ILS develops antibodies against Chikungunya infection

u
r
fo

The Institute of Life Sciences (ILS), which functions under the Department of
Biotechnology, has entered into a non-exclusive license for product commercialisation
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after having successfully developed antibodies against the Chikungunya viral (CHIKV)
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infection.

The antibodies were developed following decade-long research on the CHIKV
infection at the ILS laboratory headed by Dr. Soma Chattopadhyay, a senior molecular
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virologist. In fact, Dr. Chattopadhyay has been selected for the Biotech Product,
Process Development and Commercialisation Award 2019 by the Department of
Biotechnology.
The ILS will partner with a biotechnology-based company for product commercialisation
and marketing of antibodies in a 60:40 profit sharing basis.

Science,
Tech and
Environment

Significant impact
“Generation of antibodies has had significant impact on the progress of CHIKV-based
research. It will help researchers unravel myriad aspects of virus pathogenesis.
Moreover, with greater light shed upon the CHIKV infection biology using these
antibodies, research communities are now a step closer to developing efficacious
antivirals and other control strategies against the Chikungunya virus,” said Dr.
Chattopadhyay.
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“With no prior antibodies reported against CHIKV, Dr. Chattopadhyay’s group was
the first to develop and characterize novel, highly sensitive and specific polyclonal
antibodies against the non-structural proteins - nsP1, nsP3 and nsP4 of CHIKV.
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Furthermore, her laboratory has also developed and characterized a monoclonal
antibody against nsP2 of CHIKV,” said ILS in a statement.
Lack of information
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The molecular virologist, who has 20 years of experience in the field, and her team,
started working on this aspect as there was hardly any information on the basic
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mechanisms underlying CHIKV virus infection and pathogenesis.

“These CHIKV proteins were chosen as targets specifically for their critical role in
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virus survival as they largely govern the overall process of replication and infection
in host cells. Development of these antibodies [nsP2 monoclonal, nsP1, nsP3 and
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nsP4 polyclonals] was therefore crucial to perform experiments pertaining to CHIKV
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infection, and thereby advance our basic knowledge ” said the scientist.
ILS sources said the antibodies against CHIKV were receiving a tremendous
response, and were being purchased by research laboratories across world.
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Vulnerable Ranganathittu bird sanctuary to get a solid
makeover
The revamping and strengthening work at Ranganathittu bird sanctuary is expected
to commence shortly, with the Forest Department — the custodian of the sanctuary
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— finalising plans for it.
The bird sanctuary on the banks of the Cauvery, near Srirangapatna, comprises a
group of islands and is spread over an area of around 40 acres. It was formed when
KanteeravaNarasimharaja Wadiyar of the then Mysuru royal family constructed an
embankment across the Cauvery in 1648. Ranganathittu became a “bird sanctuary”
in 1940 owing to the initiatives/interest of noted ornithologist Salim Ali.
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Over 200 species of migratory and Indian birds, at least 60,000 in number, arrive
here every year for nesting and breeding.
The turbulence in the river and subsequent submergence of islands had severely
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disturbed the avians in 2018 during rainy season.
Incessant turbulence in the Cauvery for nearly two weeks in July last, owing to heavy
water release from the upstream Krishnaraja Sagar, had caused massive damage.
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Many trees were uprooted and nests were washed away, forest officials said.

An island-to-island inspection was conducted in August last year to assess
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the damage inflicted by the deluge. Later, it was decided to initiate measures to
strengthen the islands, they added.
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The soil stabilisation [strengthening the island] measures have already been
conducted at seven islands. Similar works would be initiated at eight more major
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islands, a senior forest officer told The Hindu.
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The department has named each island after the bird variety and tree species for
easy identification.

To prevent soil erosion during increased flow in the Cauvery, the department will
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widen the islands and strengthen the boundaries with boulders. It will also keep
mud bags as they act as a protective layer, besides improving the thickness of the
islands by dumping mud.
After taking these preventive steps, plants of different species will be planted to
increase the tree count. The protective layer will stop the soil from eroding and will
lead to the growth of necessary shrubs in every island so that sufficient vegetation
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is available for birds for nesting, according to the officer.
The works are expected to commence in August or September.

Three astronauts back on Earth from space station
Three astronauts safely returned to Earth after spending more than six months
aboard the International Space Station.
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The Soyuz capsule with astronauts from Canada, Russia and the United States
landed in the steppes of Kazakhstan at 8-47 a.m. (0247GMT), less than a minute
ahead of the scheduled time, after a 3 hour flight from the orbiting lab.

JUNE 2019

VOL.58

Two of the astronauts had completed their maiden flights — Anne McClain of the
United States and David Saint-Jacques of Canada. The expedition commander
Oleg Kononenko of Russia has ended his fourth space mission. All three spent
204 days in space.
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Americans Nick Hague and Christina Koch and Russia’s Alexey Ovchinin remain
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aboard the space station.

The space veteran Kononenko who was the first one to have been extracted from
the capsule looked visibly tired and pale. McClain and Saint-Jacques were more
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energetic and gave a thumbs-up to the recovery team who greeted the three with
applause.

t
n

The astronauts were put on camping chairs in the sun just by the capsule for a
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respite and initial medical checks.

When asked by a reporter on site if he liked the weather Kononenko said he was
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“happy to see any kind of weather” after spending over 200 days in space.
The crew is expected to be taken to a local airport and fly to their home bases.

‘Impressive’ tortoise discovered in Arunachal
A tortoise considered beautiful enough to be named ‘impressed’ has been
discovered in Arunachal Pradesh.
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A team of herpetologists from the Forest Department and two NGOs — Help
Earth and Turtle Survival Alliance (TSA) — found the Impressed Tortoise
( Manouriaimpressa ) in Yazali area of the Lower Subansiri district a few days
ago.
This is the first record of the tortoise in India, taking the count to five and the nonmarine chelonian count to 29. Chelonian is an order of reptile that includes turtles,
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terrapins and tortoises.
“There are only two species of tortoises under the Manouria genus. India was known
to be the home of only the Asian Forest Tortoise (Manouriaemys) until the discovery
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of the Impressed Tortoise,” Guwahati-based JayadityaPurkayastha of Help Earth
told The Hindu.
The Asian Forest Tortoise, the largest in mainland Asia, is found only in the northeast,
as are 20 of the other 28 species of chelonians.
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“The male Impressed Tortoise is smaller than the female which is 30 cm in length. This
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Manouria species is one-third the size of the Asian Forest Tortoise,” Dr. Purkayastha
said.
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Five agro ecological zones for State
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Five agro-ecological zones based on soil structure and climate for cultivating
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appropriate crop to ensure maximum production from a limited space will be set up
in the State.

The zones will be coastal plain, midland plain, foothill, high hill, and Palakkad main.
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In addition to that 23 agro-ecological units are also on the anvil. The concept has
been designed for integrated development of agriculture as a production sector and
to enable the sector to adapt to climate change.
Replying to demands for grants for agriculture in the budget for 2019-20 in the
Assembly , Minister for Agriculture V.S. Sunil Kumar said the Kerala Agricultural
University had been tasked to prepare a protocol for the agro-ecological zones.
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Fund for farmers
He said a farmers welfare fund board would be set up during the current Assembly
session to take care of the pension, insurance, treatment, and education of the kith
and kin of farmers.
A centre of excellence would be set up in Wayanad with the Dutch government’s
support to promote floriculture, as decided during the visit of Chief Minister Pinarayi
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Vijayan to the Netherlands, Mr. Sunil Kumar said.
The VFPCK would be the nodal agency for the export of fruits and vegetables from
the State and pineapple and banana would be exported first, the Agriculture Minister
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said.
Steps would be taken to disburse the remaining Rs. 43-crore compensation to
farmers. The government had disbursed Rs. 214 crore after it came to power.
Pointing out the increase in land available for cultivating paddy, coconut, and
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vegetables in the State, the Minister said agriculture sector had gone up from -5.1%
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in 2016 to 3.64% in 2018. The national average was 3.4 %.
To fields

The also announced that a project “Padamonnu, Padathekke” would be launched
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with the support of the Education Department to rope in school students to cultivation
and increase the yield to make the State self-reliant in vegetables.
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An integrated farming system for those holding land below 25 cents, more value-
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added products of coconut from Kerafed units, and extension of millet village
schemes to Wayanad and Idukki were also announced in the House.
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Centre set to roll out ‘Jal Shakti’ scheme for water-starved
areas

The Centre is set to initiate the Jal Shakti Abhiyan to ramp up rainwater harvesting
and conservation efforts in 255 water-stressed districts from July 1, in line with the
government’s promise to focus on water.
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Though water is a State issue, the campaign will be coordinated by 255 central IAS
officers of Joint or Additional Secretary-rank, drawn from ministries as varied as
Space, Petroleum and Defence, according to a notification issued by the Department
of Personnel and Training .
The campaign seems to follow the model of last year’s Gram Swaraj Abhiyan,
where central officials monitored the implementation of seven flagship development
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schemes in 117 aspirational districts across the country.
The campaign will run from July 1 to September 15 in States receiving rainfall during
the south-west monsoon, while States receiving rainfall in the retreating or north-
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east monsoon will be covered from October 1 to November 30. Overall, 313 blocks
with critical groundwater levels will be covered, along with 1,186 blocks with overexploited groundwater and 94 blocks with low groundwater availability.
Progress monitored
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The Jal Shakti Abhiyan would aim to accelerate water harvesting, conservation and
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borewell recharge activities already being carried out under the Mahatma Gandhi
National Rural Employment Guarantee scheme and the Integrated Watershed
Management Programme of the Rural Development Ministry, along with existing
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water body restoration and afforestation schemes being undertaken by the Jal
Shakti and Environment Ministries.
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Progress would be monitored in real time through mobile applications and an online
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dashboard at indiawater.gov.in

A major communications campaign on TV, radio, print, local and social media will be
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carried out, with celebrities mobilised to generate awareness for the campaign.
Teams led by 255 Joint Secretary and Additional Secretary-rank officers and 550
Deputy Secretary-level officers from various central ministries would fan out across
the country, making at least three trips of three days each to cover districts and
blocks.
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Trade war makes India a haven for aluminium scrap
dumping
India has overtaken China as the preferred destination for aluminium scrap with
imports growing 18.8% in the January-March 2019 quarter compared with the same
quarter of the previous year.
This, according to industry players, is hurting Indian industry and is the direct result
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of the trade war between China and the U.S.
India imported 3,34,725 tonnes of aluminium scrap in the January-March 2019
quarter compared with China’s 3,30,567 tonnes in the same period, according to
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a report by S&P Global Platts. While India’s imports grew 18.8% over this period,
China’s declined by 32.1%.
“The U.S. had imposed an import duty of 10% on aluminium in March 2018 and in
response, China had implemented a 25% duty on the import of aluminium scrap
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from the U.S.,” said Rahul Sharma, vice-president, Aluminium Association of India.
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“This means that the scrap is being diverted and dumped in India. Imports of scrap
from the U.S. have gone up by about 148% from 2017-18 to 2.6 lakh tonnes in 201819.” Commerce Ministry data shows that this rising trend of aluminium scrap imports

u
r
fo

coincides strongly with the tariff war between the U.S. and China.

“China is also classifying aluminium scrap as a restricted import, which will be
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implemented from July 1, 2019,” he added. Industry players say that the other reason
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for the dumping of aluminium scrap in India is the duty structure in place, something
they want the government to revisit in the upcoming Budget.
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While other metals like zinc, copper, lead, and nickel all have the same import duties
for their primary and scrap variants, this is not so for aluminium. Aluminium scrap
imports are taxed at just 2.5%, while primary aluminium is taxed at 7.5%.
“What is also happening is that scrap is eating into the primary market,” Mr. Sharma
explained. “That is, impure scrap is being used in place of pure primary scrap in
consumer-facing sectors such as consumer durables, utensils and also in sectors of
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national importance such as power transmission.”

China tests new ballistic missile JL-3
China has successfully tested its latest submarine-launched ballistic missile, the JL3, official media here reported.
The scheduled test was normal, China’s Ministry of National Defencesaid , when
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asked about the alleged test launch of a JL-3 submarine-launched ballistic missile
(SLBM) on June 2, state-run Global Times reported.
Military experts told the daily that the JL-3 is China’s latest SLBM under development
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that is expected to reach targets farther away with higher accuracy and capable
of carrying more warheads than China’s current SLBMs. The SLBM might have
a range of up to 14,000 km and be equipped with 10 independent guided nuclear
warheads, the daily quoted RussiaTodays saying.
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Indian scientist to be Co-I for NASA’s PUNCH mission

NASA has selected Texas-based Southwest Research Institute to lead its PUNCH
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mission which will image the Sun. This is a landmark mission that will image regions
beyond the Sun’s outer corona. Dipankar Banerjee, solar physicist from Indian
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Institute of Astrophysics is also a Co-Investigator of the PUNCH mission. PUNCH,
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which stands for “Polarimeter to Unify the Corona and Heliosphere,” is focused on
understanding the transition of particles from the Sun’s outer corona to the solar
wind that fills interplanetary space.
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“The Sun and the solar wind are one interconnected system, but [these] have until
recently been studied using entirely different technologies and scientific approaches,”
explains Prof. Banerjee in an email to The Hindu.
Focus on polar regions
Commenting on his role as Co-Investigator in the PUNCH mission, Prof. Banerjee
said, “I will be working to study how the solar wind is accelerated. I will focus on
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the polar regions of the Sun.” The team also plans to observe the Sun using joint
observations from PUNCH and Indian mission Aditya, which is underway.
India is planning to send up its own satellite Aditya-L1, a mission to study the Sun’s
corona, and Prof. Banerjee is the co-Chair of the Science Working Group. “We
expect co-ordinated observations of Aditya and PUNCH in order to understand our
space weather environment,” he says.
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Constellation of satellites
PUNCH will consist of a ‘constellation’ of four suitcase-sized microsats that will orbit
the Earth in formation and study how the corona, which is the atmosphere of the Sun,
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connects with the interplanetary medium. The mission is expected to be launched
in 2022.
The mission will image and track the solar wind and also the coronal mass ejections
– which are huge masses of plasma that get thrown out of the Sun’s atmosphere.
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The coronal mass ejections can affect and drive space weather events near the
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Earth.
Other probes

Other missions such as NASA’s Parker Solar Probe and the ESA-NASA joint project,
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Solar Orbiter, which is due to be launched in 2020, can study the structures of the
Sun’s atmosphere. The PUNCH mission enhances these by tracking these structures
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in real time. Since the Sun’s corona is much fainter than its surface layers, it cannot
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be viewed by the instruments directly. So PUNCH will block out the light from the
Sun to view its corona and the structures in it.
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Romila Thapar becomes American Philosophical Society
member
Eminent historian and writer Romila Thapar has been elected as a member of the
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American Philosophical Society (APS), the oldest learned society in the United
States. Dr. Thapar, a professor emerita of history at Jawaharlal Nehru University
(JNU) in Delhi, was among the 1,013 members elected to the society at its spring
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2019 meeting, a May 17 post on the society’s website said.

a
r
i
p

t
n

s
a

u
r
fo

c
.
m

Miscellaneous
News and
Events

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

