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    About the ‘CRUX’

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

Best Wishes
Editorial Board
Team Aspirant Forum

   Courtesy:
   The Hindu
   Press Information Bureau (PIB)
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Navy lines up mega deals for helicopters, submarines

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh surveying the naval reconnaissance aircraft 

P81, during his visit to the Navy’s Eastern Command in Visakhapatnam.  

Much-delayed Strategic Partnership model reaps dividends

The Navy has lined up several multi-billion-dollar deals for helicopters, 

long-range maritime patrol aircraft (LRMPA) and submarines which are in 

important stages of the procurement.

The deals for 24 MH-60R multi-role helicopters (MRH) and 10 more P-

8I LRMPA are at an advanced stage with the U.S. through their Foreign 

Military Sales route. The process for 111 Naval Utility Helicopters and six 

conventional submarines under Project-75I has kicked off through the 

much-delayed Strategic Partnership (SP) model.

“The case for 24 MRH is at the cost negotiation stage and is expected to 

be concluded by September,” a Defence source said. In April, the U.S. 

formally approved the sale potentially valued at $2.6 billion.

The Navy has moved a proposal for 10 more Boeing made P-8Is estimated 

to cost over $3 billion as a follow-on case to the 12 aircraft acquired 

earlier. The proposal has been cleared by the Defence Ministry’s Capital 

Acquisition Plan Categorisation Higher Committee. “The file will now go to 

the Defence Acquisition Council (DAC) for approval,” the source said.
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The Navy had initially procured eight P-8Is in a $2.1-billion deal in 2009. It 

exercised the optional clause for four more in a deal worth over $1billion 

signed in 2016. The aircraft are part of the 312A Naval Air Squadron based 

at Arakkonam in Tamil Nadu.

“The process for selection of qualified Indian private partners will begin 

shortly,” another Defence source said. The Navy has already discussed 

the qualitative requirements with the OEMs and as per the SP model, the 

Request for Proposal (RFP) has to be issued to the Indian SP partner.

The P-75I for six submarines will be the second deal to be processed under 

this model. Early this month, the Navy issued the Expression of Interest for 

shortlisting potential Indian strategic partners for the project estimated over 

Rs. 45,000 crore.

LS passes Bill for quota in teachers’ posts
It will replace an ordinance issued in March and help fill about 7000 vacancies in 

Central varsities

The Lok Sabha  passed the Central Educational Institutions (Reservation in 

Teachers’ Cadre) Bill 2019, which seek to replace an Ordinance issued in March 

and help fill about 7,000 existing vacancies in 41 Central universities.

The House unanimously passed the Bill, a first for the 17th Lok Sabha, though 

some members of the Opposition demanded that it be referred to the standing 

committee for a comprehensive review. The Bill will make University a unit, rather 

than a department, for the purpose of providing reservation in teachers’ positions 

in Central educational institutions.

“After passing this Bill, a new chapter will open,” said HRD Minister Ramesh 

Pokhriyal. “The Bill also has provision for 10 per cent reservation for Economically 

Weaker Section (EWS). The government has already approved allocation of ₹770 

crore for reservation for EWS.”
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The Minister, while moving the Bill for passage, said it aimed to provide for 

reservation in appointments by direct recruitment of persons belonging to the 

SC, ST, Socially and Economically Backward Classes and Economically Weaker 

Sections (EWS) to the teachers’ cadre in certain Central Education Institution.

Urgency questioned

Participating in the debate, Congress leader Adhir Rajan Chowdhury said his party 

was not opposed to the contents of the Bill, but questioned the urgency of issuing 

an Ordinance days before the announcement of Lok Sabha elections. “I would 

oppose invocation of the ordinance... this kind of arbitrary invocation of ordinance 

does not augur well for a vibrant democracy,” he said.

Mr. Chowdhury said the BJP-led government had invoked the largest number 

of ordinances in the history of the country’s Parliamentary democracy. He 

demanded that the Bill be referred to the Standing Committee for a comprehensive 

examination.

Mr. Pokhriyal said the urgency came from the need to fill these seats/vacancies at 

the earliest.

Sule sceptical

Raising questions on the implementation of the Bill, Supriya Sule (NCP) wondered 

how reservation would be provided for the post of Vice-Chancellor. “We are not 

opposing the Bill, we are supporting the Bill. But we need to know the truth behind 

ordinances. The Bill is not the success of the government, but of the common man 

who went ahead agitating, forcing the Centre to bring an ordinance.” She said 26% 

of Maharashtra government posts were vacant. “How will this Bill help fill these 

vacancies?”

Earlier in March, the Cabinet had cleared an Ordinance on reservation mechanism 

for appointment of faculties in Universities. The University Grants Commission had 

announced in March last year that an individual department should be considered 

as the base unit to calculate the number of teaching posts to be reserved for the 
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Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes candidates, following an order by the 

Allahabad High Court in April 2017.

The Supreme Court had in February dismissed a review petition filed by the HRD 

Ministry after its special leave petition against the court order was rejected by the 

apex court. This was met with protests from teachers and students across the 

country.

Lok Sabha clears fresh Medical Council Bill
 ‘Board of Governors can go up to 12’

The Indian Medical Council (Amendment) Bill, 2019, was passed by a voice vote 

in the Lok Sabha  which provides for supersession of the Medical Council of India 

for a period of two years with effect from September 26, 2018.

The Bill was introduced by Health Minister Harsh Vardhan to replace an ordinance 

promulgated on February 21. The government will soon come out with a National 

Medical Commission (NMC) Bill to usher in comprehensive reforms in the medical 

education sector, the Minister said.

High trading costs impact liquidity of Indian equities: study

‘Turnover ratio fell by 60% in 10 years’

With the Union Budget just a couple of days away, a recent study has shown that 

the turnover ratio of the Indian stock market has fallen significantly in the last 10 

years.
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More importantly, the fall has been higher in India compared with some of the other 

leading markets of the world.

As per the latest analysis by the World Bank, the turnover ratio of the Indian stock 

market had fallen from 143 in 2008 to 58 in 2018. To be sure, while the the ratio 

had managed to move up in the last five years, it is still quite low compared with 

the earlier highs.

The turnover ratio, which is a universally accepted parameter to gauge trading 

volumes, is the total value of the shares traded in a specific period divided by the 

average market capitalisation of that period.

This assumes significance as market participants have been lobbying hard with 

the government to bring down the overall cost of trading in equities in India, which, 

they feel, is adversely affecting investors’ interest in the stock market.

Incidentally, the World Bank study comes close on the heels of a recent analysis by 

the Association of National Exchanges Members of India (ANMI) that highlighted 

the fact that that India had very high trading costs due to huge margin requirements, 

especially in the derivatives segment.

Separately, as part of their pre-budget recommendations to the government, 

capital market participants had sought rationalisation of the securities transaction 

tax (STT) apart from bringing back certain exemption benefits that were available 

earlier.

In 2007-08, government stopped treating STT as tax paid and treated it as an 

expense that led to double taxation for the gains assessed under business income. 

Further, while long-term capital gains (LTCG) tax was made nil while introducing 

STT in 2004, the transaction tax was not done away with when LTCG was 

reintroduced in 2018.

India leads decline

Meanwhile, while India’s turnover ratio fell by nearly 60% between 2008 and 2018, 

as per the World Bank report, the fall had been the highest among most leading 
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markets of the world, barring the U.S. and the European Union.

The turnover ratio of China dipped less than 6% in the last 10 years, while Brazil 

and Korea registered a dip of 12.85% and 31.12%, respectively. Japan and Hong 

Kong saw the ratio dip between 40-50% between 2008 and 2018, as per the World 

Bank study.

Cabinet clears Bill that bars commercial surrogacy
The Bill proposes to regulate surrogacy in India by establishing National Surrogacy 

Board at the central level and State Surrogacy Boards and Appropriate Authorities 

in the State and Union Territories.

Our notions of motherhood

Surrogacy Regulation Bill introduced in Lok Sabha

Surrogacy, Surrogacy bill, Surrogacy Regulation Bill, surrogacy laws in India, 

what’s is commercial surrogacy, National Surrogacy Board, Indian express

The Bill had been passed by the 16th Lok Sabha but lapsed after it did not clear 

the Rajya Sabha.

The Union Cabinet  approved the introduction of the Surrogacy (Regulation) Bill, 

2019 that prohibits commercial surrogacy and allows surrogacy services only for 

married Indian couples who have no children.

The Bill had been passed by the 16th Lok Sabha but lapsed after it did not clear 

the Rajya Sabha. The Bill proposes to regulate surrogacy in India by establishing 

National Surrogacy Board at the central level and State Surrogacy Boards and 

Appropriate Authorities in the State and Union Territories.

There have been several reports about the exploitation of surrogate mothers, who 

are confined to “hostels” during pregnancy and not allowed to meet their families 

and women who do it repeatedly for a paltry amount, putting their own bodies at 

risk.

The Bill seeks to put an end to that. “The benefits of the Act would be that it 
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will regulate the surrogacy services in the country. While commercial surrogacy 

will be prohibited including sale and purchase of human embryo and gametes, 

ethical surrogacy to the infertile couples will be allowed on fulfilment of conditions. 

It will also prohibit exploitation of surrogate mothers and children born through 

surrogacy,” said a government official.

Parliament Highlights: Lok Sabha passes the Aadhar Bill; 

House adjourned
Economic Survey 2019 Highlights: The Economic Survey provides an authoritative, 

detailed and official annual summary of the current state of play in the Indian 

economy which will act as a policy guideline to the Union Budget. 

Economic Survey 2019: Secular drop in economic policy uncertainty in the 

last four years economic survey, economic survey parliament, economic survey 

union budget, cea economic survey, economic survey 2019-20, Krishnamurthy 

Subramanian, nirmala sitharaman, finance minister budget

Economic Survey Highlights: Chief Economic Advisor Krishnamurthy 

Subramanian released his maiden Economic Survey   in the Parliament

Economic Survey Highlights: A day before the Union Budget, Union Finance 

Minister Nirmala Sitharaman tabled the Economic Survey in both Houses of 

Parliament Thursday. The Survey projected the GDP growth for 2019-20 at 7 per 

cent, up from 6.8 per cent in the previous fiscal. The fiscal deficit estimate for 2018-

19 has been retained at 3.4 per cent of the GDP, same as projected in the interim 

Budget. Prepared by Chief Economic Advisor Krishnamurthy Subramanian, the 

Survey highlights the challenges in the country and point to possible solutions.

Why the Economic Survey matters?

The annual report of the Indian economy for the year 2018-19 also comes at a time 

when some critics say the Modi government in its first term delivered a job less 

growth and it needed to re-invent to propel the economy and create jobs.
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Scrutinise RTI Bill: Opposition
No easy passage for the proposed amendments in the Rajya Sabha

The Right to Information (Amendment) Bill, 2019 is going to be the next flash point 

in the Rajya Sabha with the Opposition members moving a resolution to send the 

legislation to a select committee.

The resolution was signed by the Biju Janata Dal, a party that maintains a neutral 

stance in Parliament keeping its distance from the Opposition and the ruling 

party.

The resolution has been moved by Derek O’Brien of the Trinamool and signed by 

the Congress, the RJD, the BJD, the CPI, the CPI(M), the DMK and others. The 

Bill was passed by the Lok Sabha .

“It is an important Bill which has far-reaching implications. We are not against it in 

toto but we do feel that it needs a detailed scrutiny and since there is no standing 

committee as of now, it should be sent to a select committee for further study,” 

BJD’s floor leader in the Rajya Sabha Prasanna Acharya told The Hindu .

Opposing the Bill in the Lok Sabha, B. Mahtab of the BJD said it sought to bring in 

changes involving the salaries and tenures of the Information Commissioners at 

the States and the Centre. This would end up reducing the Information Commission 

to the level of a government department and weaken its authority, he said.

Under the amendments, the Information Commissioners, who now have five-year 

tenures, will have “terms as may be prescribed by the Central government” and 

salaries, instead of being on a par with those of the Election Commissioners, will 

be decided by the Central government.

“Parliament has so far cleared 13 Bills without a single one sent to a standing 

committee. The Trinamool Congress has decided to demand that every Bill that 

is introduced from now on be sent to a select committee. It’s not to say that we 

oppose all Bills, but we want to improve them,” Mr. O’Brien said. The RTI Bill, he 

said, will curtail the statutory powers of the Information Commissioners.
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RJD leader Manoj K. Jha said that while the government cannot take away the 

Right to Information Act, it wants to make it dysfunctional.

“The Act provided right to information without any caveats. The proposed 

amendments kill the very spirit of the Act and gives a tool for the government to 

control the Central Information Commission,” he said.

Union Minister opposes U.P. move to shift 17 OBCs to SC list

Thawar Chand Gehlot says only Parliament can do it

The Uttar Pradesh government’s move to shift 17 Other Backward Classes 

(OBCs) to the Schedule Caste list is unconstitutional, and it is a transgression 

of Parliament’s jurisdiction, Union Minister for Social Justice and Empowerment 

Thawar Chand Gehlot said in the Rajya Sabha .

“This is not proper and not constitutional,” he said in reply to Satish Chandra Misra 

of the BSP, who raised the issue during Zero Hour.

Agreeing with Mr. Misra, Mr. Gehlot said that only Parliament had the right to alter 

the notified list.
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“This issue came to Parliament a couple of times, but no consensus could be 

formed,” he said, adding that if the government followed due process, it could be 

considered.

“I would request the State not to make caste certificates on the basis of such 

orders because they will be dismissed by courts and it will be of no help to anyone,” 

he added.

On June 24, the State government directed District Magistrates and Commissioners 

to issue caste certificates to the 17 OBCs. Those reclassified were Kashyap, 

Rajbhar, Dhivar, Bind, Kumhar, Kahar, Kewat, Nishad, Bhar, Mallah, Prajapati, 

Dhimar, Batham, Turha, Godia, Manjhi and Machua.

Mr. Misra said that under Article 341 sub-clause (2) of the Constitution, the power 

to make changes in the SC list rested with Parliament. “Even the President does 

not have the power to make changes [in the list],” he said. These 17 castes would 

not get the benefits meant for either the OBCs or the SCs. since the State had no 

power to make any alteration to the SC list.

He said when the BSP was in power, it tried to include the 17 castes in the SC list 

but could not manage to do so in Parliament. “The power of Parliament cannot be 

usurped by a State,” he pointed out. Mr. Misra said the Union government should 

issue an advisory that the State’s order was “unconstitutional” and it should be 

withdrawn with immediate effect.

Economic Survey sets out blueprint for $5 tn economy

Projects GDP growth for 2019-20 at 7%, an improvement from last fiscal’s pace 

of 6.8%Bats for private investment to help propel growth in demand, jobs and 

productivitySuggests moving the economy into a ‘virtuous cycle’ of savings, 

investments and exports

The Economic Survey 2019 presented by Chief Economic Adviser (CEA) 
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Krishnamurthy Subramanian focusses on moving to a “virtuous cycle” of savings, 

investments and exports to transform India into a $5 trillion economy in the next 

five years.

According to the survey, India’s GDP is forecast to expand by 7% in fiscal 2019-20, 

slightly higher than the 6.8% in 2018-19.

‘Blue sky thinking’

In his preface to the survey, the CEA said the team had been guided by a ‘blue 

sky’ thought process, an unfettered approach to thinking about the appropriate 

economic model for India.

“When the economy is in a virtuous cycle, investment, productivity growth, job 

creation, demand and exports feed into each other and enable animal spirits in the 

economy to thrive,” the survey’s authors wrote. “In contrast, when the economy is 

in a vicious cycle, moderation in these variables dampen each other and thereby 

dampen the animal spirits in the economy.”

In his first Survey, Dr. Subramanian highlighted the fact that private investment was 

a key driver for demand, capacity, labour productivity, new technology adoption, 

and for job creation.

‘No crowding out’

“What we have tried to talk about is that investment is really critical; related to that 

is that investment by the private sector cannot happen unless there is no crowding 
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out because of the government,” the CEA said at a press conference.

Further, he said, implicit in the emphasis on private investment was the fact that 

the government had and would stick to its fiscal consolidation glide path. It has 

committed to a fiscal deficit of 3.4% of GDP in 2019-20, and 3% each in the 

subsequent two years.

Fiscal glide path

“Implicit in the emphasis on private investment, what we are also talking about is 

sticking to the glide path, which over the last five years we have done a very good 

job of,” Dr. Subramanian said. “And therefore, we anticipate that is the path we 

would continue on. We will be sticking to the fiscal path.”

Moving the economy into a virtuous cycle would require the adoption of certain 

practices and norms on data, legal reforms and policy certainty, and some micro-

economic aspects such as boosting MSMEs and reducing the cost of capital, he 

said.

Notably, the Survey made the point that data must be viewed as a public good and 

used in a concerted way to deliver services. It said that as data of societal interest 

is generated by the people, it can be created as a public good within the legal 

framework of data privacy.

The government must intervene in creating data as a public good, especially of 

the poor and in social sectors. Interestingly, the Survey talked about merging 

the distinct datasets held by the government into a single dataset, which would 

generate “multiple benefits”.

Another key area of focus for the Survey was the MSME sector and how to make it 

grow so as to boost profit creation, job creation, and enhance productivity.

It noted that ‘dwarf’ firms (with less than 100 workers), accounted for more than 50% 

of all organised firms in manufacturing by number. Despite this, their contribution to 

employment was just 14% and to productivity a mere 8%.

Large firms, on the other hand, are just 15% in number but account for 75% 
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employment and close to 90% of productivity. Therefore, there is a need to 

“unshackle” MSMEs and enable them to grow into larger firms.

Regarding employment, the Survey pointed out that the general apprehension was 

that a high investment rate would mean labour would be substituted out by capital. 

This, the authors said, was an incorrect assessment as shown by the Chinese 

model.

“The Chinese experience illustrates how a country with the highest investment 

rates also created the most jobs,” the Survey’s authors wrote. “What matters most 

is whether or not investment enhances productivity and thereby international 

competitiveness. The misconception arises from a view buried in the silo of a 

specific activity.”

When the full value chain is examined, Dr. Subramanian explained in the press 

conference, then it becomes clear that capital investment fosters job creation 

since capital goods production, research and development, and supply chains also 

generate jobs.

The Survey also pointed to the need for labour reform, highlighting the fact that 

factories in States that have flexible labour markets are much more productive 

than those in States with rigid laws.

“Studies have found that on average, plants in labour-intensive industries and in 

States that have transited towards more flexible labour markets, such as Uttar 

Pradesh or Gujarat, are 25.4% more productive than their counterparts in States 

like West Bengal or Chhattisgarh that continue to have labour rigidities,” the CEA 

said.

The Survey also featured separate chapters on how to leverage behavioural 

economics to change the behaviour of people, judicial reform, India’s demography, 

an analysis of the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan, renewable energy, and a possible 

minimum wage system in India.
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Govt. can sell PSU land, reduce majority stake to boost non-

tax revenue: CEA

The government can sell land held by PSUs and potentially reduce its majority 

stake in some companies to make up for the significant shortfall in tax revenues, 

Chief Economic Adviser (CEA) Krishnamurthy Subramanian said .

According to the figures in the Economic Survey 2019, the government is expected 

to receive as much as Rs. 1.6 lakh crore less than what was estimated in the 

interim Budget presented by then Finance Minister Piyush Goyal in February. Mr. 

Goyal’s interim Budget pegged the government’s receipts in 2018-19 at Rs. 17.2 

lakh crore, while the Economic Survey’s provisional actual figures show this will be 

only Rs. 15.6 lakh crore.

The main reason for this sharp downward revision is a commensurate reduction 

in the tax revenue the government expects to earn in 2018-19. This has been 

slashed to Rs. 13.16 lakh crore, from the Rs. 14.84 lakh crore estimated in the 

interim Budget.

Many avenues

There are several avenues for the government to increase its non-tax revenue, the 

CEA said, including selling land held by PSUs and increasing disinvestment. “The 

non-tax revenues have a significant potential to expand, especially because our 
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PSUs, many of them, are sitting on large pools of land which can be monetised,” 

Dr. Subramanian told The Hindu . “There is also an opportunity for greater returns 

from divestment.” Regarding disinvestment, Dr. Subramanian made the somewhat 

radical suggestion that the government could reduce its holdings in some PSUs to 

below the majority stake of 51% of direct control.

“This is something that can be thought about as well, that the 51% majority stake 

of the government... instead of looking at it as 51% only of the government, you 

can look at a situation where it is 40% of the government and 11% of LIC, that is 

also 51% effectively,” he said. “And that change can enable you to raise a lot more 

money from divestment as well. The divestment targets are expected to fill in some 

of the gaps that the tax revenue is creating.”

The subdued tax receipts were mainly due to slower economic growth, he said.

“Tax revenues themselves depend on growth,” he said. “Last year, we clocked 

6.8% and the buoyancy in the indirect taxes has not been that great because of a 

lot of tax concessions that were given over the last year. Once that is streamlined, 

the tax buoyancy for indirect tax should improve.”

Needed: a well-designed minimum wage system

Survey calls for streamlining the complex mechanism

A well-designed and streamlined minimum wage system is required to reduce 

wage inequality in the country, the Economic Survey says.

Currently, the minimum wage system, under the Minimum Wages Act, 1948, in 

India is complex, with 1,915 different minimum wages defined for different job 

categories across States, the survey said. Despite the complex system, workers 

were still falling through the gaps, it said.

“One in every three wage workers in India is not protected by the minimum wage 

law,” it said, citing the International Labour Organisation.
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For instance, the survey stated, domestic workers were covered under minimum 

wage laws in only 18 States and Union Territories. It also pointed out that while 

the law did not discriminate between men and women, analysis of different wages 

showed a bias.

“For instance, women dominate in the category of domestic workers while men 

dominate in the category of security guards. While both these occupations fall 

within the category of unskilled workers, the minimum wage rate for domestic 

workers within a State is consistently lower than that for the minimum wage rates 

for security guards,” the survey said.

Apart from increasing the ambit of the minimum wage system, it recommended 

deciding minimum wages on the basis of skills and split across geographical 

regions. With the government in the process of bringing the Code on Wages Bill in 

Parliament, the survey said the rationalisation of minimum wages proposed by the 

Bill should be supported.

The survey suggested the government should notify a “national floor minimum 

wage” across five regions, after which the States can fix their own minimum wages, 

but not lower than the floor wage.

This, it said, would bring uniformity and make States “almost equally attractive 

from the point of view of labour cost for investment as well as reduce distress 

migration.”

The floor wage is currently non-statutory.

‘Aadhaar aided MGNREGS beneficiaries’
Other welfare schemes must also implement Aadhaar-based payments: Economic 

Survey

Refuting criticism of Aadhaar-linked payments and the direct benefit transfer 

system, the Economic Survey 2018-19 has used the Mahatma Gandhi National 

Rural Employment Guarantee Scheme (MGNREGS) as a case study to show the 
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benefits of the use of technology in improving targeting and efficiency in welfare 

schemes, especially for the most vulnerable groups.

Going forward, the Survey recommends that digital technology and the JAM troika 

— Jan Dhan, Aadhaar and Mobile — be expanded to other welfare schemes. The 

Survey cites data on the timeliness of wage payments, worker turnout, demand 

and supply of work under the scheme before and after Aadhaar-linked payments 

(ALP) were implemented as a proof for its benefits.

Data show that in 2014-15, less than 27% of wage payments were generated 

within 15 days. Direct benefit transfers were introduced two years later. By 2018-

19, more than 90% of wage payments were generated within 15 days. “Payment 

delays drive away farmers in genuine distress, while others not in distress take 

the benefits. A person undergoing economic distress needs immediate and certain 

liquidity. Working for uncertain promised wages, which are likely to be realised 

with a substantial lag, presents an unattractive proposition for a person in distress 

as delayed payments effectively imply zero wages in adverse times,” says the 

Survey. The Survey also compared the MGNREGS performance in blocks affected 

by drought versus other blocks, using drought as a proxy for distress. In drought-

affected blocks, the number of persons demanding work increased more than 20% 
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after the implementation of ALP, while there was no effect in other blocks. A similar 

trend is seen in the supply of work. Muster rolls, which are work site attendance 

registers, show a 19% increase after ALP implementation in most blocks. In 

drought-affected blocks, muster rolls increased by 44%.

“It appears that before the implementation of ALP, the rural poor treated MGNREGS 

as an option to earn additional income during good times rather than a shock 

absorber during bad times. This actually defeated the purpose of the programme. 

Post implementation of ALP, there is a reversal of trend, wherein an increase in 

demand for work under MGNREGS is observed in drought-affected areas,” says 

the Survey, arguing that effective targeting has been possible because of ALP.

The Survey suggests that going forward, “demand for work under MGNREGS 

may be used to develop a real-time indicator of distress at the granular district 

or panchayat level.” The Survey also recommends that other welfare schemes 

implement the lessons learnt from Aadhaar linkages in MGNREGS.

Scholarships, pensions, and subsidies for food, kerosene, and gas cylinders should 

be next in line to implement Aadhaar-based payments, it said.

Centre’s initiatives to promote electric vehicles hailed

Route cleared:Kerala Automobiles Limited is planning to manufacture 7,000 

autorickshaws every year.File photoJohn_L_Paul  
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Incentives for purchase of electric vehicles welcomed

The Centre’s initiatives to promote electric vehicles (EVs) have been hailed, with 

stakeholders welcoming a directive to the GST Council to lower the GST rate on 

such vehicles from 12 to 5%.

Cochin Chamber of Commerce and Industry president V. Venugopal welcomed the 

upfront incentive to be offered on purchase of EVs, interest subvention for up to 

Rs. 2.5 lakh on buying electric vehicles, and the additional income tax deduction of 

Rs. 1.5 lakh on interest paid on loans taken to buy these vehicles.

“The proposal to lower taxes from 12 to 5% is commendable and will provide an 

impetus to the sector,” he said. Managing Director of Kerala Automobiles Limited 

E.R. Shajahan said the sops announced in the Union Budget would result in the 

price of its e-autos falling by over Rs. 17,000.

“Our initial plan is to manufacture 7,000 autorickshaws every year. They will make 

their presence in the market in less than a year, in the same way diesel autos took 

over from their petrol counterparts.

The Centre has earmarked Rs. 1,000 crore to set up recharging points, while the 

State too has been contributing its share in this regard. Plans are also afoot to issue 

fresh city permits only to e-autos in Thiruvananthapuram, Kochi and Kozhikode, to 

reign in air and noise pollution,” Mr. Shajahan said.

Zero polluting

The proposals to promote e-vehicles will usher in zero-carbon commuting in a 

decade or so, said Georgekutty Kariyanappally, founder CMD of the Kochi-based 

Lifeway Solar Devices. The firm was among the first to roll out e-autos in the 

country. “Autorickshaw owners and drivers are price conscious and hence will opt 

for e-autos that are set to get cheaper. The hike in price of petrol and diesel will 

further see people shifting to e-vehicles, which have low operational cost and do 

not cause pollution.”

The government and the private sector must work in tandem to ensure adequate 
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fast-charging points across Kerala.

The State’s plan to usher in 10 lakh EVs, including 3,000 buses, by 2022 is welcome. 

The lowering of customs duty for EV batteries and components and indigenisation 

will further boost the sector.

The State’s emphasis on generating hydrogen power is timely. Tax sops must be 

routed through a single-window system, since subsequent availing of subsidies will 

lead to corruption, wastage of time and effort, Mr. Kariyanappally said.

Fuel price hike deepens crisis in APSRTC
The hike in diesel and petrol prices announced in the Union Budget has further 

compounded the financial woes of the A.P. State Road Transport Corporation 

(APSRTC). It will mean an additional annual burden of Rs. 80 crore on the 

corporation. To tide over its problems, the RTC officials have sought a budget 

allocation of Rs. 4,700 crore from the government in the current fiscal.

Frequent rise in fuel price is one of the main reasons for the RTC’s brimming cup 

of woes. The officials have been trying in vain to strike a balance between the 

revenue and expenditure. Some fiscal jugglery to keep the corporation afloat has 

only intensified their problems with the unions on the warpath against it.

The list of the RTC’s liabilities reads very long. The corporation has to make 

payment of the employees provident fund to the tune of Rs. 671 crore and Rs. 210 

crore for payment of arrears pertaining to 2013. The total arrears to the employees 

has accumulated to Rs. 1,800 crore. Besides, the corporation has to repay loans of 

Rs. 2,026 crore to various banks, and Rs. 739 crore to HUDCO. This is in addition 

to the Rs. 561 crore it ‘utilised’ from the Staff Retirement Benefit Scheme (SRBS) 

and Staff Benevolent Trust (SBT).

Merger

The RTC’s merger with the government is in progress with the members of the 

expert committee discussing key issues that would have to be addressed before 
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translating the proposal into a reality. , the members met to thrash out the way 

forward. The biggest challenge before them is to create an organisation that will be 

a part of the government, but will be as autonomous as it is now. “There are legal 

complications. We are looking into issues of the trade union rights, pay scales. 

Nobody should suffer, neither the corporation, the workers nor the government,” 

said C. Anjaneya Reddy, panel chairman.

Doctors will soon have to prescribe only generic drugs
The Centre is considering amendments to the Drugs and Cosmetic Rules, 1945, to 

ensure that registered medical practitioners dispense only generic medicines.

The matter was recently brought before the Drugs Consultative Committee of the 

Central Drugs Standard Control Organisation.

“As of now, there are no specified types of medicines which can be supplied by 

doctors to their patients,” a senior health official said.

It is now proposed that registered medical practitioners shall supply generic 

medicines only, and physicians samples shall be supplied free of cost. The Indian 

Medical Association said that it is planning to meet the drug control authorities on 

the issue later this month.

Budget disappointing for planters, says UPASI
 ‘Failed to address needs of the sector’

The Union Budget has failed to address the needs of the plantation sector — tea, 

coffee, rubber and spices — that are in a crisis, according to the United Planters’ 

Association of Southern India (UPASI).

The Association had sought measures to safeguard the rubber growers from the 

surge in imports.

Higher allocation

It had also asked for higher allocation for the commodity boards. Both the demands 
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were not met. The import duty on natural rubber was now 25% and the association 

had demanded a safeguard duty. But that had not been addressed and there was 

no higher allocation for the boards.

Another main issue raised by the planters was the need to abolish Rule 7B (1) 

of the Income Tax Rules so that coffee growers, most of whom were small-scale, 

can sell the coffee directly after curing. By doing so, they can move up the value 

chain.

The proposal of tax deducted at source for cash withdrawals of more than a Rs. 

1 crore a year will lead to liquidity issues in the plantation sector, according to the 

UPASI.

Rajya Sabha too clears Aadhaar Bill

The Lok Sabha cleared the Bill on July 4.  

Opposition raises concerns over delay in enacting law on data protection

Parliament  cleared the Aadhaar and Other Laws (Amendment) Bill, 2019 which 

allows voluntary use of Aadhaar as proof of identity for users to open bank accounts 

and get mobile phone connections.

The Rajya Sabha cleared the Bill through a voice vote . It was cleared by Lok 

Sabha on July 4.

However, the Opposition questioned the government’s “intentions” on clearing the 

Bill without first bringing in a law for data protection.

Answering the Opposition questions, Telecom Minister Ravi Shankar Prasad told 

the Rajya Sabha that the legislation on data protection was a “work in progress” 

and the government would bring in a comprehensive law after further consultations 

with the stakeholders.

“Data sovereignty is important to us and it will not be compromised,” Mr Prasad 

said.
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He said that India in future would become a centre of data refinery and the 

government is taking due precaution in constructing the data protection law 

because the world was looking at India to take the lead on the issue. Mr. Prasad 

sought to remind the opposition that it was the Congress that had first brought in 

Aadhaar, but it had no legislative basis. To the allegation that the new law distorted 

the Supreme Court judgment, he said, “I would like to gently remind this House 

that both the Lok Sabha and the Rajya Sabha have the right to undo a Supreme 

Court judgement.”

He said was Aadhaar was completely safe and sound with all necessary 

encryption.

“No core biometric information collected or created for this act shall be shared with 

anyone for any reason whatsoever,” Mr. Prasad said, quoting from the legislation. 

The only exception will be made for reasons of national security, he said.

The Bill provides for a Rs. 1 crore penalty and a jail term for private entities violating 

provisions on Aadhaar data.

Congress opposes Jallianwala Bagh Bill

A denial of country’s heritage: Tharoor

The Congress opposed the introduction of the Jallianwala Bagh National Memorial 

(Amendment) Bill in the Lok Sabha . It seeks to remove the Congress president as 

a permanent member of a trust that runs the Jallianwala Bagh National Memorial.

The Bill was moved by Culture Minister Prahlad Singh Patel and states that it 

seeks to “delete” the mention of “President of the Indian National Congress” as a 

trustee. A similar one was brought by the previous government but it could not get 

parliamentary nod and lapsed.

Opposing the Bill, Shashi Tharoor of the Congress said it was a “denial of the 

heritage of the country”.
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“The Bill should be stopped. It is a national memorial, do not betray our history and 

heritage,” Mr. Tharoor said.

Responding to the Opposition, Mr. Patel said the Congress had not done anything 

for the memorial in the past 40-50 years, adding that he would be responding at 

length when the Bill came up for debate and passing. The amendment Bill also 

paves the way for the leader of the single largest opposition party in the Lok Sabha 

to be a member of the trust. As of now, only Leader of the Opposition in the Lok 

Sabha is a member of the trust.

It also confers power to the Centre to terminate the term of a nominated trustee 

before the expiry of the term without assigning any reason. As of now, the trust has 

the PM as the chairperson, president of the Congress, Culture Minister, Leader of 

Opposition in the Lok Sabha, Punjab Governor, and Punjab CM as its members.

INS seeks waiver of duty on newsprint
The Indian Newspaper Society (INS) has requested the Centre to withdraw the 

10% customs duty imposed on newsprint, uncoated paper used for printing of 

newspapers and lightweight papers used in magazines.

In a statement, INS said  that newspapers and magazines were already reeling 

under severe financial pressure due to dipping advertisement revenues, higher 

costs and a “digital onslaught from technological giants.”

“Small and medium newspapers will go into deeper losses and many of them will 

be forced to close down,” the newspaper collective underlined.

According to the statement, the annual consumption of newsprint in the country 

was estimated at 2.5 million tonnes while the capacity of domestic producers was 

only 1 million tonnes. “In the case of uncoated [glazed] and lightweight [LWC] 

paper there are no domestic manufacturers.”

It called for “urgent government intervention” to save the Indian newspaper industry 

by “scrapping the unbearable burden” imposed on it.
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Single tribunal to hear water disputes

Reality check:A file photo of officials inspecting water level in the Cauvery near its 

entry point in Tamil Nadu.  

The Inter-State River Water Disputes Bill also proposes to resolve such conflicts 

within 18 months

The Union Cabinet has approved the Inter-State River Water Disputes (Amendment) 

Bill, 2019 that will help adjudicate disputes relating to waters of inter-State rivers 

and river valleys. A version of this bill was first introduced in the Lok Sabha in 2017 

but it subsequently lapsed.

The Bill seeks to amend the Inter State River Water Disputes Act, 1956 to streamline 

the adjudication of inter-State river water disputes.

Adjudication process

A key feature of the bill is the constitution of a single tribunal with different Benches, 

and the setting of strict timelines for adjudication.

“When any request under the Act is received from any State Government in respect 

of any water dispute on the inter-State rivers and the Central government is of 

the opinion that the water dispute cannot be settled by negotiations, the Central 

Government constitutes a Water Disputes Tribunal for the adjudication of the water 

dispute,” said a press note.

There are about a dozen tribunals that now exist to resolve disputes among 

States on sharing water from rivers common to them. The standalone tribunal so 

envisaged will have a permanent establishment and permanent office space and 

infrastructure so as to obviate with the need to set up a separate Tribunal for each 

water dispute, a time consuming process.

The Bill also proposes a Dispute Resolution Committee set up by the Central 

Government for amicably resolving inter-State water disputes within 18 months. 
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Any dispute that cannot be settled by negotiations would be referred to the tribunal 

for its adjudication. The dispute so referred to the tribunal shall be assigned by the 

chairperson of the tribunal to a Bench of the tribunal for adjudication.

The Bill can also affect the composition of the members of various tribunals, and 

has a provision to have a technical expert as the head of the tribunal. Currently all 

tribunals are staffed by members of the judiciary, nominated by the Chief Justice.

IAF to adopt ASRAAM missile for fighter fleet
It is currently undergoing integration

The Indian Air Force is looking to adopt a new European visual range air to air 

missile across its fighter fleet.

The Advanced Short-Range Air-to-Air Missile of European missile-maker MBDA 

has been approved for fitting on Jaguar jets. The IAF was looking to integrating 

it on the Su-30MKIs and the indigenous Light Combat Aircraft as well, defence 

sources said.

“The ASRAAM has been chosen for the Jaguar and is currently undergoing 

integration. First firing is expected by year-end,” a defence source said.

It would be the first over-the-wing launched missile in the IAF inventory. All missiles 

are now fired from under the wing.

The missile was shortlisted through a tender and MBDA is working with Hindustan 

Aeronautics Limited on the integration. After the initial trials, further modifications 

would be done by HAL. “HAL is in talks with MDBA for integrating the missile on 

the LCA and the Su-30MKI as well. It will be taken up after the Jaguar integration,” 

the source added.

ASRAAM is widely used as a Within Visual Range (WVR) air dominance missile 

with a range of over 25km.

HAL had built about 145 Jaguars for the IAF, of which around 120 are in service, 

and 80 jets will continue till 2025 to 2030. A plan to get a more powerful engine has 
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been long delayed.

Centre redefines child porn, moots stiff penalties under 

POCSO
The amended law will also apply to animated content depicting children and videos 

where adults pretend to be children

Watching, possessing or circulating animations or cartoons that depict a minor 

engaging in a sexually explicit conduct could land you in jail.

The Cabinet has approved a new definition for child pornography in its amendments 

to the POCSO Act, which is likely to be introduced in Parliament next week.

The new definition reads, “Any visual depiction of sexually explicit conduct involving 

a child which include photographs, video, digital or computer-generated image 

indistinguishable from an actual child and an image created, adapted or modified 

but appear to depict a child.”

Neither Section 67 of the IT Act nor Section 293 of the Indian Penal Code define 

child pornography. Its definition derived from what constitutes pornography, which 

is defined as “any material which is lascivious or appeals to the prurient interests 

or if its effect is such as to tend to deprave or corrupt the minds of those who are 

likely to see, read and hear the same.”

According to the spokesperson of the Women and Child Development Ministry, 

the amended law will also apply to pornographic content where adults or young 

adults pretend to be children. “It is the WCD Minister’s (Smriti Irani’s) initiative that 

from now there will be zero tolerance for child pornography and for that reason 

the definition of child pornography was essential as definition leads to setting the 

context of the crime. Only prescribing punishment leads to possibility that the case 

may get entangled in inconclusive legal battles,” the Ministry spokesperson said.

The Cabinet has also enhanced the fine for possessing child porn but not deleting 

or reporting it to Rs. 5,000 from the earlier proposal of Rs. 1,000. If a person stores 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     JULY 2019
 VOL.59

    
National

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

such content for distributing it further, except for when presenting it in court as 

evidence, he could face a punishment of upto three years.

Some of these provisions were also contained in the Protection of Children from 

Sexual Offences (POCSO) Amendment Bill, 2019, but it lapsed.

Inter-State River Water Hub in Kerala
The Kerala government has decided to establish a permanent hub in Palakkad 

for handling inter-State river water disputes. The Inter-State River Water Hub will 

become a reality in three months.

The decision was taken at the tri-monthly review meeting of the Irrigation Department 

convened by Water Resources Minister K. Krishnankutty here . The facility will be 

constructed at a cost of Rs. 1.5 crore.

The meeting decided to plan new irrigation schemes for the growth of the agriculture 

sector. A special panel of experts will be formed for the planning process.

The Irrigation Department plans to introduce a unified software for all its offices to 

ensure speedy movement of files.

-P for mother tongue as medium of instruction at primary 

level

Vice-President M. Venkaiah Naidu at the golden jubilee celebrations of Central 

Institute of Indian Languages in Mysuru .M.A. SRIRAMM.A. SRIRAM  
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‘There should be no imposition of any language nor should there be opposition to 

it’

Vice-President M. Venkaiah Naidu has underlined the importance of mother tongue 

as a medium of instruction in educational institutions, at least at the primary level.

He was delivering the inaugural address of the golden jubilee celebrations of the 

Central Institute of Indian Languages (CIIL) here .

Mr. Naidu said a number of studies conducted all over the world by different expert 

groups had established that teaching of mother tongue at the initial stages of 

education gave impetus to the growth of mind and thought and made children more 

creative and logical.

Children could learn any number of languages of their choice but promoting mother 

tongue and making it the medium of instruction at the primary level was a must, said 

the Vice-President. However, he hastened to add that promoting one language did 

not mean opposing another.

“Languages must unite us in the cause for inclusive and sustainable development 

and must not end up as tools to divide us. We must also not fail to teach our children 

multiple languages in order to widen the horizon of their understanding of both 

literature and science. While there should be no imposition of any language, there 

should also be no opposition to any language,” he said.

Decrying the growing fascination for English at the cost of one’s mother tongue, he 

said this was because the language was linked to jobs. Hence, he wanted the State 

governments to link employment with the native language up to a certain level.

Mr. Naidu said the common language spoken in a State – Kannada in Karnataka 

– should be the language for communicating with the people in offices and public 

places for transaction because a majority of people did not speak English. So, local 

languages should be encouraged and even the business establishments should 

have their signage in Kannada first, he added.

He went on to say that language and culture went together, and one could express 

and articulate better in the mother tongue. As civilization grew and people got 
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interconnected, there was a need for a common language but the language of 

the common man and one’s mother tongue should not be forgotten and must be 

promoted, said Mr. Naidu.

The Vice-President said the inadequate availability of pedagogical materials and 

technology in several indigenous languages posed a serious challenge for the 

country. Since education was one of the instruments for the growth of self, society 

and the nation, language or languages should not become the barrier of education, 

said Mr. Naidu, Welcoming the new draft National Education Policy which called 

for implementation of the three-language formula, Mr. Naidu said children had the 

potential to acquire multilingual skills and these need to be encouraged. Citing 

reports, Mr. Naidu said over 19,500 languages or dialects were spoken in India 

as mother tongues and there were 121 languages which were spoken by 10,000 

or more people in India. “It is extremely disheartening to learn that 196 languages 

of our country are classified as endangered and we may have to ensure that this 

number doesn’t increase and the best way protect and preserve our languages was 

to constantly use them,” he added.

It is extremely disheartening to learn that 196 languages of our country are classified 

as endangered and we may have to ensure that this number doesn’t increase, and 

the best way protect and preserve our languages is to constantly use them

PMs’ museum gets ready at Teen Murti
The Central Public Works Department (CPWD) has set a target for March 2020 for 

constructing the “Museum on Prime Ministers of India” in the Teen Murti Bhavan 

complex, which houses the Nehru Memorial Museum and Library (NMML), officials 

said.

According to a senior official, the CPWD has chosen an agency for the facade 

works of the museum, and its civil finishing, installation of lifts, escalators, CCTVs 

and sewage treatment plants.

The iconic Teen Murti Bhavan was the official residence of Jawaharlal Nehru, 
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the country’s first Prime Minister, and the NMML was set up in his memory on its 

premises as an autonomous institution under the Union Culture Ministry.

“The construction work of the museum building is under way,” the official said. He 

added that these works would be carried out at a cost of Rs. 66 crore.

“We have set the target of March 2020 to construct the museum on the Prime 

Ministers of India. Once it is completed, the building will be handed over to the 

Union Culture Ministry to shape other works required for museum,” he said.

Some Congress leaders had opposed the government’s announcement for the 

musuem in 2018, accusing it to be an attempt to dilute the legacy of Mr. Nehru.

But Rajnath Singh, the then Union Home Minister had said that the move was not 

an attempt to dilute Mr. Nehru’s legacy.

Tribal SHG women create an organic agro revolution
Even as organic agriculture is gaining momentum in the country, a self-help group of 

tribal women in Wayanad district of Kerala is scripting a success story in production 

of 13 different varieties of bio agents to support organic farming.

Eight members of the Sabari Swasraya Sanghom of Nellarachal tribal hamlet 

were guided to biotechnology by the Krishi Vigyan Kendra (KVK) under the Kerala 

Agricultural University (KAU) at Ambalavayal, a decade ago. They began their 

venture with production of trichoderma and pseudomonas, biocontrol agents to fight 

quick wilt disease in various crops, and are producing 13 varieties of bio agents 

now. “When the Kendra met them on a field visit, they were facing a hard time since 

their paddy fields had been submerged [in water] from the Karapuzha irrigation 

project,” said N.E. Safia, head of the KVK.

The Kendra gave them training for six months in fungal and bacterial culture and 

packing, she added.

Last year alone, the members produced nearly 183 tonnes of bio agents, including 

16 tonnes of bio fertilizers such as azospirillum, azotobacter, rhizobium, bio 

potash and vesicular-arbuscular mycorrhiza; 80 tonnes of biocontrol agents like 
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pseudomonas and trichoderma as well as 20 tonnes of bio pesticides, including 

beauveria, verticillium, pochonia, paecilomyces and metarhizium, said Sruthi 

Krishnan, research assistant, microbiology, KVK.

The KVK’s income was in excess of Rs. 1.67 crore from the sale of the products last 

year. Under an MoU with Kerala Agricultural University, group members will get 35% 

of the income, Ms. Sruthi said. Now, the unit is gearing up to produce pseudomonas 

and trichoderma.

“When we started off, the various scientific processes in the lab posed a challenge, 

but now we are acquainted with them,” K. Sharmila, president of the SHG, said.

Now, each group member gets an average monthly income of Rs. 8,500. A major 

share of the produce was procured by the Agriculture Department and the Spices 

Board for supply to farmers. “Our products have good demand in the market. Many 

times, we unable to meet the demand,” she added.

Amended Motor Vehicles Bill reintroduced

The proposed amendments to the MV Act seek a compensation of Rs. 5 lakh for 

death and Rs. 2.5 lakh for injury.  

Provisions not binding on States, says Gadkari; Health Minister brings back Surrogacy 

Regulation Bill

Amendments to the Motor Vehicle (MV) Act and the Surrogacy Regulation Bill were 

re-introduced by Prime Minister Narendra Modi-led government in the Lok Sabha . 

These bills had lapsed since they had not been passed by the Rajya Sabha.

The proposed amendments to the MV Act seeks to provide a compensation of Rs. 

5 lakh for death and Rs. 2.5 lakh for grievous injury in a motor vehicle accident 

case. Among other provisions, the bill seeks to increase penalties for violations, 

facilitate grant of online learning licence, simplified provisions for insurance to 

provide expeditious help to accident victims and their families, and protection of 

good samaritans.
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The Bill also proposes to raise the time limit for renewal of driving licence from one 

month to one year before and after theexpiry date.

TMC objects

Trinamool Congress members Saugata Roy and Mohua Moitra opposed certain 

provisions in the Bill. Mr Roy said it would take away powers of State governments 

and infringe on their rights. Congress leader in the Lok Sabha Adhir Ranjan 

Chowdhury said he was opposing a few provisions of the bill and not its entirety.

With several Opposition members expressing apprehension about the bill taking 

away the rights of the States, Road Transport Minister Nitin Gadkari tried to 

reassure them and urged the House to pass the legislation to help save lives.

“My department has failed to pass the Bill in the last five years but the number of 

accidents has reduced by around 3-4% in the last five years while the incidence 

came down by around 15% in Tamil Nadu during the same period,” he noted.

The provisions in the legislation are not binding on States and it is up to them to 

implement it, the Minister added.

Health Minister Dr. Harsh Vardhan re-introduced the Surrogacy (Regulation) 

Bill, 2019 in the Lok Sabha, which seeks to prohibit commercial surrogacy in the 

country.

‘Altruistic surrogacy’

The Bill seeks to “allow ethical altruistic surrogacy to the intending infertile Indian 

married couple between the age of 23-50 years and 26-55 years for female and 

male, respectively.”

The Bill states that a woman should be allowed to act as a surrogate only once, 

should be a close relative of the intending couple and “should be an ever-married 

woman having a child of her own and between the age of 25-35 years”.

More funds sought for AYUSH Ministry

Ram Gopal Yadav  
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Traditional medicine finds support

Rajya Sabha members  sought more funding for the Ayush Ministry, better regulatory 

mechanisms, quality education and research infrastructure to promote traditional 

systems of medicine in the country.

Initiating the discussion, Samajwadi Party’s Ram Gopal Yadav said the government 

allocated about Rs. 53,000 crore for the Health Ministry and Rs. 1,686 crore for the 

Ayush Ministry previously, whereas the Standing Committee had recommended an 

increase.

Mr. Yadav suggested setting up of an entrance test on the lines of National Eligibility 

cum Entrance Test (NEET) for the induction of students in traditional medicine 

courses.

Congress leader Jairam Ramesh said the first three years of curriculum in all medical 

colleges should include traditional medicine. Raising the issues of manpower, 

research, quality of drugs and education, he said: “In 2015, the Nobel Prize in 

Medicine went to a Chinese lady for a Chinese system of medicine for treating 

malaria...15 years from now, why can’t an Indian Ayurveda doctor or an Indian 

practitioner of AYUSH get a Nobel Prize in Medicine for discovering some drug that 

will affect millions of lives?”

He said there were 12 lakh MBBS doctors and 8 lakh AYUSH-registered practitioners. 

In Bihar, Uttar Pradesh, Haryana, Madhya Pradesh and Telangana, the number 

of AYUSH practitioners was higher than that of MBBS doctors. However, Mr. 

Ramesh said, according to a journal, 80% of Ayurvedic doctors ended up practising 

Allopathy. He also spoke on spurious drugs, seeking tightening of regulatory and 

licensing systems. The Congress leader termed the export of medicinal plants a 

crime, stating that India should be exporting finished products.

Member R. K. Selvaraj sought measures for encouraging the Siddha system, while 

Shantanu Sen expressed concern over people being forced to go to the private 

sector for treatment.

The Biju Janata Dal’s Amar Patnaik demanded an ‘Ayush university’ in Puri. Manoj 
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Kumar Jha (RJD) highlighted the issue of unchecked online sale of drugs, and the 

Shiv Sena’s Sanjay Raut asked for at least Rs. 10,000 crore for the Ministry.

Among the participants were Satyanarayan Jatiya, K.J. Alphons, Madhusudan 

Mistry, Viplove Thakur, Vijila Sathyananth, Ashok Siddharth and K. Somaprasad.

321 protected monuments, sites encroached upon: govt.

The Ellora Caves near Aurangabad.Vivek BendreVivek Bendre  

No study to assess impact of illegal constructions: Minister

Over 300 Centrally-protected monuments and sites, including World Heritage Sites, 

across the country are “under encroachment”, according to the government.

Responding to a question by Nationalist Congress Party member Vandana Chavan 

in the Rajya Sabha, Union Minister of State (independent charge) for Culture and 

Tourism Prahlad Singh Patel admitted that Centrally-protected sites and World 

Heritage Sites had been encroached upon.

Asked whether a study had been done to assess the impact of the illegal constructions 

or encroachments on the sites, he replied in the negative.

“Although no impact study has been done, proactive steps have been taken by the 

Archaeological Survey of India under the provisions of the Ancient Monuments and 

Archaeological Sites and Remains Act, 1958 and Rules, 1959 to keep the historical 

monuments free from encroachments,” he stated. Of the total 321 encroached-

upon monuments and sites that Mr. Patel’s reply listed, the highest number were 
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in Uttar Pradesh (75), followed by Tamil Nadu (74), Karnataka (48), Maharashtra 

(46), Rajasthan (22), Delhi (11), Chhattisgarh, Haryana and Punjab (seven each), 

Assam, Bihar and Odisha (six each), Himachal Pradesh (three), Madhya Pradesh 

(two) and West Bengal (1).

Among the monuments that have encroachments are Purana Qila in Delhi, Ellora 

Caves in Maharashtra, Sun Temple in Konark in Odisha and Brahma Temple in 

Pushkar, Rajasthan.

“In order to contain the encroachments and remove them, the superintending 

archaeologist in charge of the Circles have been vested with the powers of Estate 

Officers to issue eviction notices/orders to the encroachers under Public Premises 

(Eviction of Unauthorised Occupants) Act, 1971. In addition to the regular watch 

and ward staff, private security personnel, State police guards and CISF have also 

been deployed for the safety and security of selected monuments,” the reply said.

Centre, Assam move SC for sample re-verification of NRC
The Centre and the State of Assam  made an urgent mention before the Chief 

Justice of India for an extension of the deadline for final publication of the National 

Register of Citizens (NRC) for the State from July 31, 2019 to a “future date”.

In identical but separate applications, the Centre and Assam urged the court for 

more time to conduct a “sample re-verification process” in relation to names included 

in the draft NRC published on July 30, 2018.

They said a 20% sample re-verification of names included in the draft NRC of July 

30 should be conducted in districts bordering Bangladesh and a 10% sample re-

verification should be held in the remaining districts of Assam.

In border districts

The Assam government, represented by advocate Shuvodeep Roy, said the 20% 

sample re-verification should target border districts where incidence of illegal 

migration from Bangladesh was higher and where population growth has been 

reported higher than the State average as per census reports.
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Both the Centre and the State said the re-verification exercise should be conducted 

by Class 1 officers of the State government from other districts who have knowledge 

and experience of handling the process of enquiry/investigation. The applications 

further sought an order that the sample re-verification should be undertaken at a 

place different from where the NRC exercise happened. The Assam government 

agreed that this would cut out the possibility of local influences, bias/threat, etc.

“But why should we grant an extension?” asked the CJI even as Solicitor General 

Tushar Mehta pressed for an early hearing.

“We will have it on August 1 then,” the CJI said. To this, Mr. Mehta said the last date 

of publication of NRC was July 31. “We will see,” the CJI finally said.

The applications may be listed soon for hearing before a Special Bench of the CJI 

and Justice Rohinton Nariman. The applications have been filed despite repeated 

orders and oral observations from the court in the past to finish the NRC process 

on July 31, 2019.

Unprecedented scale

The Union Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA), in its application, tried to impress upon 

the court the “unprecedented large scale of complexities” involved in the NRC 

process.

The Ministry informed the court that the NRC exercise had created apprehensions 

in the minds of the citizens and could very well impact social harmony, and law and 

order in the State. “It is pertinent that the exercise of sample re-verification must 

necessarily follow before the publication of the final list,” the application said.

The draft NRC list, published on July 30, 2018, had included 2,89,83,677 persons 

as Indian citizens but found 40,70,707 persons ineligible. The Centre said re-

verification should be done for both inclusions and exclusions.

Bill to revamp medical education cleared
In a move to bring sweeping changes to the medical education sector, the Centre 
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plans to introduce the National Medical Commission (NMC) Bill in this session of 

Parliament and repeal the Indian Medical Council Act, 1956.

The Union Cabinet approved a revised version of the Bill , almost two years after 

the original version was introduced in Parliament in December 2017. The 2017 

Bill, which had provoked widespread protests over a proposal for bridge courses 

to allow AYUSH practitioners to prescribe allopathic medicines, was referred to 

a Parliamentary Standing Committee and amended to remove that contentious 

initiative. However, it lapsed with the dissolution of the 16th Lok Sabha.

The current Bill proposes to convert the final year MBBS examination into a licentiate 

exam, which will be a requirement for doctors to practise medicine. The Bill also 

proposes to unify all entrance procedures to enforce common standards.

AIIMS, JIPMER to fall under NEET

Under the Bill, the NMC will have four autonomous Boards — Undergraduate 

Medical Education Board, Post-Graduate Medical Education Board, Medical 

Assessment and Rating Board, and Ethics and Medical Registration Board. The 

final year examination of the MBBS course, to be called the National Exit Test 

(NEXT), will also be used for entrance into post-graduate medical courses, and act 

as a screening test for foreign medical graduates, according to an official statement. 

Apart from NEXT, the National Eligibility Cum Entrance Test (NEET) and common 

counselling for admissions will be used by all institutions.

This includes Institutes of National Importance which have been allowed to follow 

their own admission procedures so far such as the various All India Institutes 

of Medical Sciences (AIIMS), the Jawaharlal Institute of Postgraduate Medical 

Education and Research (JIPMER), Puducherry and the Postgraduate Institute of 

Medical Education and Research (PGIMER), Chandigarh.

The Commission would also be responsible for regulating fees and all other charges 

for 50% of the seats in private medical colleges and deemed universities.

LS clears Appropriation Bill
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Nirmala Sitharaman  

Allows govt. to borrow Rs. 98.18 lakh crore for 2019-20

The Lok Sabha  passed the Appropriation (No.2) Bill-2019 allowing the Union 

government to withdraw Rs. 98.18 lakh crore from the Consolidated Fund of India 

to meet its expenditure during 2019-20.

The Bill, moved by Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, was passed by a voice 

vote after the House approved demands for grants for several Ministries which 

were collectively put to vote and passed by applying guillotine.

Earlier in the day, the Lok Sabha discussed demands for grants for the Youth 

Affairs and Sports Ministry. Minister of State Kiren Rijiju said talks were on with the 

corporate sector to collaborate for the development of youth and sports.

“We are bringing in changes that will allow early selection of players from across the 

country, good coaching facilities, adequate nutritional support and regular checks 

of sports facilities. We hope that in the upcoming international games, India will 

better its medal tally,” Mr. Rijiju said.

He said that his Ministry aimed to support players and not control them.

The House also discussed demands for grants of various Ministries, including rural 

development, agriculture and farmers’ welfare, railways, and road transport and 

highways.

The government in February had came out with an interim Budget.

Judiciary should revisit conventional wisdom: CJI

CJI Ranjan Gogoi  

Chief Justice of India Ranjan Gogoi  said great institutions like the judiciary should 

be on their guard against the “wicked and the vile,” who work in their dark recesses 

to weaken them in a deceptive manner.
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The Chief Justice was speaking at the inauguration of the state-of-the-art Additional 

Building Complex of the Supreme Court. On the occasion, the Court also launched 

the translation of 100 of its English judgments in seven other languages.

President Ram Nath Kovind inaugurated the solar-powered building, which has a 

total built-up area of 1,80,700 square metres and is situated on 12.19 acres of land 

abutting Pragati Maidan. The foundation stone of the building was laid in 2012 

and is meant to overcome the acute space crunch. Constructed by the Central 

Public Works Department (CPWD), the building will house administrative blocks 

and has two auditoriums with a seating capacity of about 620 and 250 persons and 

a conference room.

In his address, the CJI said it is time for stakeholders to introspect their respective 

roles in order to successfully engage in the process of nation-building.

“History has witnessed how great institutions have been brought to the knees by 

the wicked and the vile. History has also seen how even great nations have been 

brought down in an utterly deceptive manner,” the CJI said.

“The threat from such people has always been the greatest to institutions like the 

judiciary, which do not pander to any particular interest or bow to powerful coteries 

that breed in the nooks and dark corners,” the CJI said. The Chief Justice also said 
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there is a dire need for introspection among the stakeholders as to where and how 

they would like to see this institution in the decades ahead.

“The winds of change, bringing in a new world of instant communication amongst 

human beings across continents, have thrown open possibilities of a changing global 

order and its expanding and infinite consequences, from changing the way we live to 

even redefining ‘life on the planet’ itself. These changes have also affected the way 

human beings perceive institutions, and the irrelevance to the existent social order,” 

Chief Justice Gogoi told the gathering.

In this context, the CJI said the court and all its constituents should revamp existing 

methodologies and revisit conventional wisdom and traditions.

SC removed whip-issuing power: Congress

How can Congress be bound by court order in a case it was not party to, asks 

Randeep Surjewala

The Congress  called the Supreme Court order on the rebel Karnataka MLAs “highly 

problematic”, and asked how could the Congress or its legislature party leader in the 

Assembly, Siddaramaiah, follow it since it was not a party to the case.

At a press conference at the party headquarters, Congress communication chief 

Randeep Surjewala, who is also a lawyer, said the top court’s order took away the 

Congress’’s power to issue whip to the rebel MLAs under the Tenth Schedule of the 

Constitution.

“The order of the Supreme Court directly impacts and abrogates the authority of 

the Congress to issue a whip in exercise of the powers under Schedule X of the 

Constitution,” said Mr. Surjewala.

“This is highly problematic since neither the Congress nor the party leader in the 

Assembly were parties to the case being heard before the Supreme Court. How can 

the Congress then be bound by a decision that it wasn’t a party to?”

“Can a court order suspend a part of the Constitution,” he asked.
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The Congress leader said Mr. Siddaramaiah had written to Karnataka Speaker K.R. 

Ramesh Kumar for clarity on the Supreme Court order.

Skipping floor test

“The Congress party’s authority to issue and enforce a Whip has been effectively 

nullified. This concern manifested itself in practice today when the rebel MLAs took 

advantage of the Honourable Court’s order to avoid participating in the floor test,” 

Mr. Surjewala said.

He said the Constitutionally guaranteed separation of powers between different 

organs of the State seems to have been breached.

“Can the judiciary impose its own terms and conditions on how a floor test should be 

conducted and consequently govern proceedings of the legislature,” he asked.

Accusing the BJP of using ‘money and muscle power’, the Congress leader said 

the Supreme Court should consider the context of these defections. “The Tenth 

Schedule exists to punish MLAs who betray the public mandate and the penalty 

prescribed is disqualification. Can a free and fair vote of confidence take place in the 

absence of constitutionally mandated guarantees and parliamentary procedures,” 

he asked.

‘National education policy may take away States’ autonomy’

Talking point: Educationist M.A. Khader speaking at a programme in Kozhikode .K. 

RageshK_RAGESH  

M.A. Khader alleges bid to centralise education sector

The proposal in the draft National Education Policy (NEP) 2019 of the Narendra 

Modi government to develop “national textbooks” may take away the freedom and 

autonomy of States, M.A. Khader, former head, Curriculum group, National Council 

for Educational Research and Training (NCERT), has said.

Speaking after opening a debate on the NEP here , he noted that some of the key 
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proposals in the policy might be aimed at centralising the education sector in the 

country. It says that the NCERT should develop “national textbooks” from which 

States could take core ideas and bring out their own versions. “The autonomy and 

freedom that the States now have in developing textbooks will be a thing of the past. 

A country like India, with diverse languages, cultures, practices, political systems 

and economy cannot have centralised textbooks. The curriculum is also going to 

be centralised, which is going to be the biggest drawback,” Mr. Khader said. The 

proposed three-language formula from pre-school level might not be practical, as 

children need to be taught subjects in their mother tongue initially. Primary school 

teachers would also find it difficult to teach so many subjects. Later, the students 

could take up another “classical language,” he said.

“There is a proposal to appoint national tutors and offer remedial instructional aims. 

In other words, the attempt is to appoint aides or volunteers in schools instead 

of teachers to help students improve their performance. This could lead to more 

students dropping out,” he pointed out. However, the dropout rates could be higher 

in government schools in rural areas, which would “perpetuate inequality.”

For teachers

Mr. Khader also alleged that the draft policy did not have any proposal for the 

professional growth or development of teachers. It also proposed to have a Central 

agency to oversee the selection of teachers. “If there are more regulatory bodies, 

it will breed corruption,” he added. K.N. Ganesh, historian, and K.C. Ali Ikbal, 

educationist, also spoke. The event was organised by the Kozhikode Samskarika 

Vedi.

NITI Aayog health index suffers from skew

Use of estimated figures in place of reported numbers affected the final score of 

certain States

An analysis of the NITI Aayog’s “Healthy States, progressive India” report released 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     JULY 2019
 VOL.59

    
National

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

on June 25 shows that the usage of estimated figures in place of reported numbers, 

to calculate certain health indicators, has adversely impacted the final index score 

of certain States while boosting that of others.

The report had used an estimated number of births and deliveries to calculate two 

key health outcome indicators — “full immunisation coverage” and “proportion of 

institutional deliveries” — which carried high weightage in the calculation of the final 

index score. The use of estimated numbers instead of the reported figures resulted 

in a skew. For instance, in the case of Tamil Nadu, which had secured a composite 

index score of 63.38 for the base year 2015-16, using reported number of deliveries 

and births instead of estimated figures would have resulted in an increase of 2.17 

points for that year.

On the other hand, using reported numbers would have resulted in a decrease of 2.99 

points and 3.34 points from the final index scores of Gujarat and West Bengal.

The data for both the reported and estimated number of deliveries for 2015-16 is 

available in the Health Management Information System (HMIS), a statistical arm of 

the Union Health and Family Welfare Ministry.

There is a difference in the number of institutional deliveries recorded in the NITI 

Aayog’s report based on the estimated number of deliveries, and what is recorded in 

the HMIS database based on reported number of deliveries for the year 2015-16.

In Tamil Nadu, according to the NITI Aayog report, institutional deliveries were 

pegged at 81.82% in 2015-16, whereas in the HMIS database, it is 100% — a 
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difference of more than 18% points. However, in the case of Gujarat, the indicator 

was almost similar in both datasets (98% in HMIS, 97.78% in NITI Aayog).

In Tamil Nadu, according to the NITI Aayog report, 82.66 % of infants were fully 

immunised, whereas, according to the HMIS database, it is 104.9%, that is, more 

than a 22% point difference. In Gujarat, the indicator was almost same in both the 

datasets (90.55% in NITI Aayog and 93.9% in HMIS).

In the case of bigger States, both the indicators — immunisation of children and 

institutional deliveries — carry a weight of 50 each. The weighted scores of all the 

23 indicators are added to form the final index score.

Calculation of the weighted score for the base year 2015-16 using reported figures 

from the HMIS instead of the estimated figures used by the NITI Aayog report, 

increases the final index score of certain States and decreases the numbers for 

others. When the final index was recalculated using the HMIS’ reported figures, 

Madhya Pradesh’s score increased by 2.78 points and Tamil Nadu’s by 2.17 points 

while West Bengal’s and Gujarat’s decreased by close to 3 points each.

Amaravati: ‘Govt. of India withdrew request for aid’
Committed to helping Andhra Pradesh in other areas, says World Bank

Three days after it emerged that the World Bank (WB) “dropped without reasons” 

its plans to finance the Amaravati Sustainable Infrastructure and Institutional 

Development Project, the bank has stated that the Government of India (GoI) 

withdrew its request regarding the project.

In a statement , the bank said the GoI withdrew its request on July 15. The World 

Bank’s Board of Executive Directors has been informed that the proposed project 

is no longer under preparation following the government’s decision.

“The WB continues to support the State of Andhra Pradesh with over $1 billion 

programme that covers the health, agriculture, energy and disaster management 

sectors. This includes a new $328 million support to the State’s health sector signed 

with the Government of Andhra Pradesh on June 27, 2019.
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As the new government sets its development priorities, we stand ready to provide 

whatever support the State and the Government of India might request,” the 

statement said.

‘Rampant corruption’

Meanwhile, the Chief Minister’s Office, in a statement, said that the main reasons 

behind the World Bank backing out of the Amaravati Capital City project were 

considered to be rampant corruption besides flouting of various socio-economic 

norms. The TDP government invited tenders for infrastructure development even 

before the World Bank loan.

The WB Team (Independent Accountability Mechanism), that had toured the 

proposed city area region from September 13 to 17, 2017, found many irregularities 

in the tender process which were heavily loaded in favour of contractors. The Capital 

Region Development Authority (CRDA) was asked to give an explanation by the 

World Bank team which visited the place and conducted a field-level investigation. 

The team found numerous irregularities in land pooling, utilisation of verdant 

agriculture land for other purposes, agriculture workers losing livelihood, serious 

environmental violations, the plan of the new proposed capital affecting the course 

of Krishna River and other issues. The Centre has expressed dismay over the World 

Bank Team inspections even before the loan sanction was finalised.

The government said the World Bank has given enough indications pointing at 

compensating the dropped $ 300-million loan for Capital city to other sectors and 

there is every possibility of an increase in the quantum of aid.

Human Rights Bill cleared amid protests

Amit Shah counters opposition charge that amendments will pack NHRC with ‘yes 

men’

The Protection of Human Rights (Amendment) Bill, 2019 was cleared by a voice 
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vote in the Rajya Sabha amid criticism from the Opposition that the legislation will 

ensure that only the government’s nominees are appointed to the National Human 

Rights Commission. The Bill was cleared by the Lok Sabha .

Responding to the criticism, Union Home Minister Amit Shah said at the conclusion 

of the debate that such an apprehension was unfounded. “The chairperson is 

not appointed by Prime Minister on recommendation of Home Minister. There is 

a committee which includes Prime Minister and Opposition leaders of both the 

Houses. The House should trust the wisdom of such a committee,” he said.

Choice of Chairperson

The Protection of Human Rights (Amendment) Bill, 2019 amends the Protection 

of Human Rights Act, 1993 to include the provision that apart from a former CJI, a 

former judge of the Supreme Court can be the Chairperson of the NHRC. Under the 

Act, only a person who had been the CJI could be made the NHRC chairperson.

Congress MP Vivek Tankha, speaking during the debate, said many provisions in the 

Bill gave discretionary powers to the government to pick the NHRC chairperson.

“The Bill says that if a Chief Justice of India is not available for the post, then there 

is an option to appoint a Supreme Court judge. But there is no clarity that if there is 

an existing Chief Justice, will he be overlooked and a certain hand-picked judge be 

appointed chairman,” Mr. Tankha said.

RJD MP Manoj Jha echoed the criticism saying the Bill paved the way for appointment 

of “yes men” on the body.

The discussion on the Bill started amid an uproar from the Opposition benches who 

had been protesting since morning on the Sonabhadra killings and political crisis 

in Karnataka. The House was adjourned at 2.20 p.m. Later when the house met 

at 3 p.m., Trinamool Congress leader Sukendu Shekar Ray registered his protest 

saying that the House did not get enough time to study or move amendments.

Trinamool leader Derek O’Brien, while opening of the debate, had raised the same 

point saying that the Bill was cleared by the Lok Sabha  and moved in Rajya Sabha 
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this morning. None of the amendments moved by members were circulated. It is 

a violation of the rights of members he said. The party members walked out of the 

House.

RTI Act on the brink of extinction: Sonia

‘Law had brought in transparency’

A day after the Lok Sabha passed amendments to the Right to Information (RTI) 

Act, Congress Parliamentary Party (CPP) chairperson Sonia Gandhi  accused the 

Union government of “disempowering every Indian citizen”.

“It is a matter of utmost concern that the Central government is hell-bent on 

completely subverting the historic Right to Information Act, 2005. This law, prepared 

after widespread consultations and passed unanimously by Parliament, now stands 

on the brink of extinction,” she said in a statement.

Ms. Gandhi, who headed the National Advisory Council during the Congress-led 

United Progressive Alliance government, was involved in those consultations before 

the law was formally drafted and passed by Parliament.

The Congress leader said over 60 lakh people had benefited from the RTI Act, and 

the law had ushered in a regime of transparency and accountability at all levels of 

administration.

“The foundation of democracy has, as a result, been strengthened immeasurably. 

The weaker sections of society have benefited greatly by the proactive use of the 

RTI by activists and others,” she said.

Ms. Gandhi alleged that the government viewed the Central Information Commission 

(CIC) as a “nuisance and wants to destroy its status and independence that was on a 

par with the Central Election Commission and the Central Vigilance Commission”.

“The Central government may use its legislative majority to achieve its aim, but in 

the process, it would be disempowering each and every citizen of our country,” she 

said.
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, the Lok Sabha amended the RTI Act that allowed the Centre to prescribe the 

term of office, salaries, allowances and other terms and conditions. It also changed 

the status of the Information Commissioners, who were on a par with the Election 

Commissioners under the original RTI Act.

Currently, Section 13 (5) of the Act provides that salaries, allowances and other 

terms and conditions of the service of the Chief Information Commissioner shall be 

the same as that of the Chief Election Commissioner, while that of an Information 

Commissioner shall be the same as that of an Election Commissioner.

“The functions being carried out by the Election Commission of India and the Central 

and State Information Commissions are totally different. The Election Commission 

of India is a Constitutional body ... On the other hand, the Central Information 

Commission and State Information Commission are statutory bodies established 

under the Right to Information Act, 2005,” the amended RTI Bill says.

Opposition wants select panel scrutiny of key bills

Leaders meetto decidejoint strategy

In a united show of strength, opposition parties in Rajya Sabha told the government 

that they wanted seven key legislations, including the Unlawful Activities (Prevention) 

Amendment Bill, 2019, the Right to Information (Amendment) Bill. 2019, and the 

DNA Technology (Use and Application) Regulation Bill, 2019, to be sent to a Select 

Committee of Parliament for further scrutiny.

All three legislations have been cleared by the Lok Sabha in the current session of 

Parliament.

The decision to insist on scrutiny of the Bills came at a meeting of floor leaders of 

opposition parties in the Upper House  afternoon. Sources said opposition leaders 

are also working on a joint letter that will oppose the way the two houses of the 

Parliament are being run and the stifling of their voices. “A draft has been prepared 
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and we are in process of getting signatures from every one,” a senior Opposition 

leader said.

In disarray after the results of the general election in May, the opposition parties 

have regrouped in the last few days of the first session of 17th Lok Sabha.  they held 

two meetings. Sources said opposition MPs would meet again  evening to formulate 

a coordinated strategy for Rajya Sabha, where they have the numbers to counter 

the government.

, a first round of meetings was called by UPA chairperson Sonia Gandhi. It was 

attended by MPs from the DMK, NCP, BSP and the two Left parties among others. 

Ms. Gandhi, it is learnt, urged the opposition to ensure better floor coordination. She 

also said the opposition should have a joint strategy for both Houses.

“Ms. Gandhi who was vocal against the RTI Amendment Bill, asked opposition 

members in Rajya Sabha to put a good fight,” a senior opposition leader said.

RS passes RTI Bill amid Opposition protests
The other Opposition members informed Deputy Chairman Harivansh, who was 

in the chair, of the wrongdoing and demanded a re-poll. The Chair, however, did 

not respond to the allegations. At this, Opposition members stormed into the well, 

raising slogans.

Angry Opposition leaders then staged a walk out. In absence of the Opposition, Mr. 

Harivansh announced the result of the ballot. The Bill was then passed by a voice 

vote.

“What happened today is the ultimate insult to the dignity of the Rajya Sabha. The 

government has acted with blatant disregard of the traditions and through this 

undermined the very sanctity of the vote. They may have managed the number but 

it’s a moral defeat,” Congress MP and Deputy Leader of Opposition Anand Sharma 

told The Hindu .

He also accused the Union ministers of openly intimidating regional parties to vote 

for the government.
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The debate on the bill started on a sore note with Deputy Chairman Harivansh 

refusing to put the opposition motion to refer the legislation to a Select Committee 

to vote. Instead he initiated the debate on the Bill. Opposition members stormed 

into the Well of the House and raised slogans in protest. Amidst slogans, the BJP 

members initiated the debate.

Though the motion to refer the Bill to a select committee was signed by Biju Janata 

Dal and Telangana Rashtra Samiti members, the two parties spoke in support of 

the Bill during the debate. When the Opposition sensed this change of stance, it 

decided to call off the protest and join the debate.

Congress MP Jairam Ramesh alleged that legislation is an effort to kill the RTI Act 

as an act of revenge by Prime Minister Narendra Modi who has been put in an 

embarrassing position by queries often, including the case seeking information in 

the educational qualifications of Mr Modi.

Speaking at the conclusion of the debate Minister for Department of Personnel and 

Training Jitender Singh said the amendment was brought without any motivation 

and was in good faith. This, he said, will lead to institutionalisation of the CIC and 

strengthen the provision of RTI Act.

Defeat of RTI motion enthuses BJP
Now, ruling party is confident of having its way in the Rajya Sabha

The defeat in the Rajya Sabha of the Opposition motion to send the Right to 

Information (Amendment) Bill to a House select committee has enthused the 

treasury benches. They are now confident that the upper house will no longer be 

the roadblock it was during the previous tenure of the Narendra Modi government.

According to sources, out of 78 BJP members in the Rajya Sabha only five were 

absent, including ailing former Finance Minister Arun Jaitley. Its allies AIADMK, 

JD(U), Akali Dal, Shiv Sena, Lok Jan Shakti Party, and RPI were present in full 

force. The government also got all the seven votes of the Biju Janata Dal and five 

out of six votes of the Telangana Rashtra Samithi.
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Many absentees

The Opposition, on the other hand had many absentees including the Nationalist 

Congress Party and the Bahujan Samaj Party.

Other than the RTI legislation, the Opposition wanted to send six other bills for 

Parliamentary scrutiny via a Select Committee. The government has given a cursory 

assurance that they will be sending a few of them to the select committee. “When 

they approached us, we told them clearly, that we will pass the RTI Bill  itself. As 

for the other Bills we are not saying that none of them will be sent to a Select 

Committee. We will decide about them later,” a Union Minister said.

Opposition MPs during the business advisory committee meeting  raised the issue 

of the reported attempt at “sabotaging” the vote on their motion to send the RTI Bill 

to a select committee. They alleged that BJP MP CM Ramesh was seen instructing 

TDP [his former party] members on how to vote. The MPs also charged that Mr. 

Ramesh was caught with eight ballot slips. They also alleged that two Ministers 

were intimidating regional parties.

Trinamool Congress’s Derek O’ Brien has asked Rajya Sabha Chairman Venkaiah 

Naidu, to check the footage of voting.

Venkaiah upset

Responding to the Opposition’s anguish Mr. Naidu said Thursday’s events had 

‘pained’ him. “What happened yesterday has pained me. It has pained the people 

of the country also. There are children in the gallery too. I don’t want to elaborate 

on that. We should see to it that such situations and such scenes are avoided in 

future,” Mr. Naidu said.

Without naming Mr. Ramesh, he said once the voting process started, the members 

were not supposed to move. He requested members to maintain decorum.

‘Model Tenancy Act will rebuild trust between owners and 

tenants’
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‘Fair in terms of deposits, agreements’

The Model Tenancy Act, 2019 drafted by the Union Ministry for Housing and Urban 

Development, is expected to benefit both owners and tenants, thus releasing lot of 

housing stock for rental purpose.

“There is a huge trust deficit prevalent between homeowners 

and tenants, creating a huge demand and supply gap when it comes to the home 

rental market,” said Amarendra Sahu, co-founder & CEO, Nestaway Technologies 

Pvt. Ltd., a service provider in the space. “The Model Tenancy Act, 2019, offers a 

balance between the rights and benefits, for both owners and tenants; and identifies 

the role of property managers,” he added.

He said when the company started in 2015, about 20% of its owner base was 

reluctant to give their house on rent fearing eviction risks.

For the past four years, he said, Nestaway had been working to reduce the trust 

deficit.

“We support the Model Tenancy Act 2019 and believe it will help both homeowners 

and tenants with the right pricing of rental homes, appropriate security deposits, 

and the nature and tenure of rental agreements, in a positive way,” he added.

Commenting on the Act, Anuj Puri, chairman, Anarock Property Consultants, said, 

“At first look, the draft policies seem to favour both tenants and landlords. In all 

fairness, it aims to regulate the rental housing market by a more market-oriented 

approach by carefully balancing the interests of both land owners and tenants.”
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However, he said there could be some challenges in implementation.

“The cap on the security deposit can become a pain-point for many landlords — in 

cities like Bengaluru, a 10-month security deposit (with some scope for negotiation) 

was the accepted norm.

“Also, if a tenant defaults or causes significant damage to a property, a two-month 

security deposit may not cover the expenses the property owner incurs in repairs,” 

he said.

Mr. Puri said while the government lays down the basic policies, the exact rules will 

likely change within each State since land is a State subject.

States’ call

“Like we saw in the highly lopsided roll-out of RERA, the Model Tenancy Act, 2019 

may lose its real purpose if States do not follow the basic guidelines and dilute 

them,” he added.

According to Mr. Puri, while the capping of the security deposit amount to a maximum 

of two months may benefit tenants, the heavy penalty that will now be imposed for 

non-vacancy of the residential unit would act as a deterrent and protect the interest 

of owners.

Medical Commission Bill passed
Opposition says it’s ‘undemocratic’; Harsh Vardhan calls it revolutionary

The Lok Sabha  passed the National Medical Commission Bill, 2019 (NMC) with 

Union Health Minister Harsh Vardhan assuring the House that the Bill, which seeks 

to repeal the Indian Medical Council Act, 1956, will go down in history as the most 

revolutionary step taken to improve medical education in India.

According to him, no powers of the State government will be taken away by the 

Centre through this Bill. Dr. Vardhan said: “We have also withdrawn the suggestion 

of a bridge course.’’

A motion for consideration of the Bill was passed by 260-48 votes after a division of 

votes was sought and the Bill was then passed by a voice vote.
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Speaking about the exit-examination during the four-hour debate which saw the 

participation of 32 MPs across parties, Dr. Vardhan said: “We are bringing this to 

ensure good standard of medical students and colleges and to bring in transparency.” 

The Minister added that the State governments would be fully involved with the 

running of the councils

The Bill was opposed by several Opposition MPs. While Vincent Pala of the 

Congress asked the Minister to explain what happens to MBBS students who don’t 

pass the NEXT or the national exit exam, DMK’s A. Raja called the Bill a ‘joke’ and 

‘undemocratic.’

Trinamool leader Dr. Kakoli Ghosh Dastidar said many students who study in the 

regional language find it difficult to clear NEET. She also described the Bill as going 

against the federal structure of the Constitution.

IMA stages protest

Doctors and medical students under the Indian Medical Association (IMA) held a 

protest march from the All India Institute of Medical Sciences to Nirman Bhawan , 

calling the Bill anti-poor and anti-student.

RS clears changes to Insolvency Code

Nirmala Sitharaman  

Offers relief for home buyers

The Rajya Sabha  passed an amended version of the three-year-old Insolvency and 

Bankruptcy Code (IBC). The amendments seek to end ambiguity and streamline the 

resolution process further. It also gives home buyers the status of a creditor giving 

them a say in the resolution in case a housing project goes bust.

Replying to the debate on the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (Amendment) Bill, 

2019, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said the changes were in response to 

events that eroded the legislative intent of the IBC.

“The Bill seeks to amend seven sections of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code. 
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They are largely to remove ambiguities and to facilitate a smooth conduct of the 

corporate and insolvency resolution process for maximising the outcomes in line 

with preamble of the code,” Ms Sitharaman said.

Essar case

She referred to the Essar Steel insolvency case where the lenders and operational 

creditors have been treated at par by the bankruptcy court for distribution of auction 

proceeds.

The Bill also fixes a deadline of 330 days for resolving cases referred to the IBC. 

These changes are in response to “newer challenges coming up,” the Minister said, 

adding that the government speedily came up with the amendments.

Five ways to save the spirit of RTI
In the wake of a bruising battle over the RTI Act, much-needed steps to improve 

transparency are being ignored

In June, more than 9,000 of the 31,000 total appeals were pending for more than a 

year. Currently, four out of 10 posts of information commissioners are vacant

In the winter of 1994, the village of Kot Kirana in Rajasthan’s Pali district was the site 

of a public meeting that would someday perhaps be memorialized in a Bollywood 

movie. A young Indian Administrative Service (IAS) probationer, straight out of the 

“Mussoorie academy”, had released all the vouchers and muster rolls maintained in 

government records for public works undertaken in the district, according to Aruna 

Roy’s book The RTI Story: Power to the People on the early days of the Right to 

Information (RTI) movement. The public meetings which followed, in village after 

village, in the presence of hand-wringing government officials, is now the stuff of 

legend.

In Kot Kirana, when the names of those who allegedly worked on public projects 

was read out, it quickly became clear some of them were dead. Fake signatures 

were rampant. Government records showed that the public building the villagers 

were sitting in front of was completed; that payments were made. But there was no 
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roof, or a door. The gathered crowd began laughing.

The laughter soon turned into anger and by the summer of 1996, the nearby city of 

Beawar in Ajmer district was in the grip of a 40-day-long strike. At a press conference 

in Delhi that year, Sushila, a barely literate woman from rural Rajasthan articulated 

her demand for transparency as a right. “When I send my son with ten rupees and 

he comes back, I ask for accounts. The government spends billions of rupees in 

my name, shouldn’t I ask for my accounts?” Sushila’s words in Hindi were a simple 

phrase: “Hamara paisa, hamara hisab (our money, our accounts)”.

Many of those early participants in this 25-year-old movement which began in 

the dust bowls of central Rajasthan are now deeply disappointed with the central 

government.

The reason: an amendment to the Right to Information Act, 2005, which the Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi-led government introduced in parliament on 19 July without 

pre-legislative consultation, and which was rammed through the Lok Sabha and the 

Rajya Sabha in less than a week, amid much drama and heartburn.

The changes give the centre the authority to fix the tenure and salaries of information 

commissioners—currently ranked at par with election commissioners, with a fixed 

tenure of five years. In a government system where seniority and hierarchy is 

everything, demoting information authorities would be a proxy way to kill the RTI, 

say activists. Without a fixed tenure and salary, which will now be decided by the 

government, information commissioners will lack the teeth to force public bodies 

to part with information. As the early days of the transparency movement at Kot 

Kirana showed, opening up government files is possible only when an officer of 

sufficient rank gives the go ahead.

“We always knew we could go to the aayog (information commission) to complain 

if officials did not reply,” Sushila said, 25 years after scores of women like her first 

hit the streets demanding information from the government. “Now, such hopes are 

bleak. Now, the aayog will listen to the government and local officials will no longer 

fear our questions or bother to reply,” she added.
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In 2005, the parliamentary standing committee reviewing the RTI Bill had said the 

terms of appointment of information commissioners was the “essence of the Bill”. 

“It should be ensured that the commission and its functionaries perform their duties 

independently and with complete autonomy. For this, it is necessary to elevate 

their status to that of the Election Commission of India,” the committee’s report had 

said.

Coming down heavily on the amendments, Congress legislator Jairam Ramesh in 

the Rajya Sabha on 25 July called the RTI (Amendment) Bill, 2019 “profoundly 

dangerous”. The timing of the amendments was not innocuous or innocent, 

Ramesh said, highlighting how it followed several uncomfortable RTI queries and 

bold directions by information commissioners—relating to the Prime Minister’s 

educational qualifications, the Prime Minister’s claim on number of bogus ration 

cards weeded out through the use of Aadhaar, disclosures related to demonetization 

and bank defaulters, and queries on the quantum of black money brought back from 

abroad.

“More openness in government will help citizens. In this day and age, there is no 

need for secrecy,” Prime Minister Modi said in 2015 at the annual convention of 

information commissioners.

The Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), after all, has politically benefitted from the RTI 

Act—which was instrumental in unearthing a slew of scams under the previous 

Congress regime.

Defending the changes in the RTI Act, junior minister at the Prime Minister’s Office 

Jitendra Singh argued in Parliament last week that the government is committed 

to “full transparency and accountability”. One can now file an RTI online if wisdom 

comes knocking post-midnight, the minister said. However, despite the tremendous 

success of the transparency law—an estimated five to six million information 

requests are filed every year—implementation of the Act has been far from perfect. 

From long delays in getting a response to threats and intimidation, the RTI applicant 

faces many hassles. Here are five ways to strengthen the RTI regime, instead of 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     JULY 2019
 VOL.59

    
National

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

downgrading the stature of the information commissioner’s office:

Reduce pendency

To begin with, the government could take steps to reduce pending appeals. Under 

the RTI Act, when an applicant is denied information by a government department, 

the first appeal is made to the appellate authority in the department. If unresolved, 

the RTI applicant can move the office of the Central Information Commission 

(CIC)—for queries related to central government—or State Information Commission. 

Government data shows that pending appeals have been a consistent hurdle: in 

May 2014, when the BJP government came to power, close to 35,000 appeals were 

pending before the CIC. In June 2019, about 31,000 appeals were pending, over 

9,000 of those pending for over a year. Currently, four out of the ten positions of 

information commissioners are vacant.

According to Anjali Bhardwaj, co-convener of the National Campaign for People’s 

Right to Information (NCPRI): “Since 2014, not a single appointment has been 

made in the CIC till the courts intervened.” Several information commissions in 

the states were either non-functional or working at a reduced capacity, found a 

March 2018 report by the Satark Nagarik Sangathan and Centre for Equity Studies, 

Delhi. “Vacancies are often a result of the apathy and inefficiency... There is also 

a strong apprehension that information commissions are purposely deprived of 

commissioners to scuttle the effective functioning of the RTI Act,” the report said.

Prune the exemption list

According to an RTI ratings report by the Canada-based Centre for Law and 

Democracy, India’s rank slipped from second position in 2011 to eighth in 2018. 

India remains one of the top-ranked nations but there are several problems with 

its access regime, the report said. It flagged blanket exemptions from the RTI to 

“security, intelligence, research and economic institutes” and “information held 

by private entities which perform a public function”. In its current form, Section 8 

of the RTI Act lists ten exemptions, ranging from any information that may hurt 

national security, impede the process of ongoing investigations to cabinet papers 
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and deliberations of the council of ministers.

“Any information which is remotely connected with national security is now flatly 

denied... say, leave and working conditions or any information related to transfers 

in the armed forces. The current exemptions are wide and have to be clarified 

and sharpened,” said M. Sridhar Acharyulu, professor of law at Bennett University, 

Noida, and a former information commissioner.

“Section 24 of the RTI Act allows (the) government to increase the list of exemptions 

by an executive order... to strengthen the RTI Act, this should be only allowed 

through the legislature,” he added. Since 2005, the list of exempted government 

organizations has grown from 18 to 26.

Protect whistle-blowers

In March 2018, Nanji Sondarva was allegedly clubbed to death in Gujarat’s Rajkot 

district after filing an RTI application seeking details of a newly constructed road 

in his village. According to a tracker of assaults on RTI activists set up by the 

Commonwealth Human Rights Initiative (CHRI), a Delhi-based international non-

profit, 84 RTI activists have been murdered since 2005 for seeking information on 

illegal construction, alleged scams in social welfare schemes, and corruption in 

panchayats. While seven activists have committed suicide, more than 350 have 

either faced assault or harassment.

Starting with timely and effective investigation, India needs to put in place long-term 

measures to prevent these assaults, the CHRI said in a statement in February, 

following the alleged murder of an RTI activist in Maharashtra. “The central 

government has not yet enforced the Whistle Blowers Protection Act enacted by 

Parliament in 2014. Instead, regressive amendments to the law which will effectively 

discourage any whistle-blower from blowing the lid on corruption and other kinds 

of wrongdoing in the government are pending in the Rajya Sabha,” the statement 

added.

“The government’s (proposed amendments) say information which deals with 

national security must not be revealed by a whistle-blower,” said Nikhil Dey of the 
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Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan, which played a pivotal role in creating a public 

movement on transparency in rural Rajasthan.

CIC as a constitutional body

While introducing the amendments to the RTI Act, the government had argued that 

the office of the information commissioner is a statutory body and not a constitutional 

authority like the election commission, and since the information commissioners’ 

orders can be challenged in a high court or the Supreme Court, the rank and pay of 

the chief information commissioner cannot be the same as that of a chief election 

commissioner (a position equivalent to a Supreme Court judge).

However, according to Wajahat Habibullah, a former IAS officer and the first chief 

information commissioner, the RTI is safeguarding a fundamental right guaranteed 

under the Constitution and so the government should seriously look into the possibility 

of elevating the information commission to the status of a constitutional authority. 

The reason is simple: Article 19 (1)(a) of the Constitution guarantees freedom of 

speech and expression to citizens, but without the RTI, one cannot express oneself, 

including while making an electoral choice. In a slew of judicial pronouncements, 

the Supreme Court has also interpreted RTI as a fundamental right—in 1975 and 

1982. However, to raise the stature of the CIC to that of a constitutional authority, 

the Constitution has to be amended, said Habibullah.

Political parties under RTI

All political parties claim to serve the public but are unanimous in their reluctance to 

share information with citizens. In 2013, the CIC had declared six national political 

parties as public authorities under the RTI Act and ordered them to make voluntary 

disclosures and respond to information requests. The order followed an appeal 

by RTI activist Subhash Chandra Agarwal and the Association for Democratic 

Reforms after they failed to get details regarding financial donations received by 

political parties. The CIC classified political parties as a public authority since they 

benefit from land allotted by the government at cheap rates, free air time with state 

broadcasters during elections, and are allowed to claim income tax exemptions.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     JULY 2019
 VOL.59

    
National

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

According to the 2013 CIC order: “Political parties affect the lives of citizens, directly 

or indirectly, in every conceivable way and are continuously engaged in performing 

(a) public duty. It is, therefore, important that they became accountable to the 

public.”

“It would be odd to argue that transparency is good for all state organs but not so 

good for political parties, which, in reality, control all the vital organs of the state,” the 

CIC said. However, all parties refused to comply with the decision, prompting the 

petitioners in the case to approach the Supreme Court in 2015, which is still hearing 

the case.

Government’s thrust on healthcare pays off in rural India
Nagaland fares the best, with the lowest death rate and the lowest birth rate, says 

the latest bulletin of the Sample Registration System

Mint delves into the impact the government’s initiatives in this regard are 

having in villages

The government’s efforts to provide better healthcare to people in rural areas 

seem to have resulted in them tapping the formal healthcare infrastructure more. 

Mint delves into the impact the government’s initiatives in this regard are having in 

villages.

What is the rural healthcare situation?

The latest data on live births, infant mortality and deaths suggests more people in 

rural areas are visiting doctors than ever before at private and government clinics/

hospitals. The percentage of live births where the mother got medical attention at 

delivery either at a government or private hospital rose from 73.1 in 2012 to 81.9 in 

2017 at the all-India level. Similarly, 47% got attention before their death in 2017, up 

from 34.6% in 2012. In both events, birth and death, all the 22 states in surveyed 

showed an improvement from the previous time.
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Which state fares the best on healthcare indicators?

Nagaland fares the best, with the lowest death rate and the lowest birth rate, 

says the latest bulletin of the Sample Registration System. The death rate in 29 

states and Delhi for 2017 ranges from 3.6% in Nagaland to 7.5% in Chhattisgarh. 

Nagaland scores well on birth rates, too, sharing the fifth spot with Chandigarh at 

13.5%. The health indicators of its rural areas are good as well, with the birth rate at 

14% against an all-India rural average of 21.8% and the death rate at 4.2% versus 

6.9%. The IMR in its rural areas is 7%.

What percent of GDP is spent on healthcare?

At 1.4% of GDP, India spends among the least on healthcare. The Centre aims 

to raise it to 2.5% by 2025. The National Health Policy 2017 seeks to hike states’ 

health spending to over 8%.

How are better healthcare services affecting rural lives?

Fewer children are dying at birth not just in urban areas but also in rural regions. 

The infant mortality rate, widely accepted as a crude indicator of the health scenario 

of a country, fell from 58% (infant deaths per 1,000 live births) in 2008 to 37% in 

2017 in rural areas, while birth rate came down to 21.8% from 24.4% during the 

same period in those areas. Death rate declined during the decade. The rate of 

decline in these years has been higher in rural areas (around 14.5%) than in urban 

areas (10.5%).

What’s the Centre’s budget for health?
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The Centre has made an outlay of ₹64,999 crore for health in FY20, 16% higher than 

the FY19 revised estimates. Of this,₹33,651 crore is set aside for the government’s 

flagship scheme, the National Health Mission. It is an umbrella plan that now counts 

Ayushman Bharat, the world’s largest healthcare scheme, as its core plan to make 

medical care affordable for all. This guarantees eligible families cover for inpatient 

costs of up to ₹5 lakh annually. It will be implemented in conjunction with existing 

state insurance schemes.

Paras Jain/Mint

Govt’s new 330-day deadline may not ease resolution bottlenecks

Insolvency cases largely getting delayed after CoC approval owing to frivolous 

litigation, say stakeholders

Earlier deadline was 270 days, starting from the day a case had been admitted to 

bankruptcy

Even as the government moves to extend the final deadline for resolution of 

insolvency and bankruptcy cases from the current 270 days to 330 days, many 

lenders and bidders remain sceptical about the desired effect of the changes in 

regulations.

“Presently, one in every three-insolvency case in National Company Law Tribunal 

(NCLT) has crossed its 270-day deadline and the delays have been almost entirely 

because of the court process,” said a senior banker who is part of the committee of 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     JULY 2019
 VOL.59

    
National

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

creditors (CoC) of several high-profile IBC cases. “The recent amendment passed 

by the Cabinet is a step in the right direction in extending the total resolution period 

to 330 days. Another 60 days have been given so that courts can settle last-

minute litigation. Very often, in all these pending NCLT cases, you will find that the 

committees of creditors have not delayed the process and even when they have 

been asked to revisit a resolution plan, it has been done on time. So, I think it is 

largely getting delayed after the CoC approval owing to frivolous litigation.”

On 17 July, the Union cabinet cleared major changes to the bankruptcy law that will 

enforce a strict 330-day timeline for the insolvency resolution process, including 

any legal challenges, and uphold secured creditors’ priority right on the sale or 

liquidation proceeds of bankrupt companies. The earlier deadline had been 270 

days, starting from the day when a case had been admitted to bankruptcy. As 

cases played out though, the court ruled that the original 270-day limit applied to 

only the CoC approving a resolution, and not to subsequent litigation. The recent 

amendments make it clear that the new 330-day limit applies to judges as well.

“The delay between the CoC’s approval of a plan and the NCLT bench approval 

costs lenders a lot of money,” the banker said. “If you look at just three large 

cases that have received CoC approval but are awaiting the NCLT go-ahead, it’s a 

considerable financial loss for banks.

“In the case of Bhushan Power and Steel, where the financial creditors are expected 

to receive ₹19,350 crore, every day of delay leads to a notional interest loss of ₹4.2 

crore, based on the marginal cost of lending rate of 8.5%,” the banker said.

“In the case of Alok Industries, it’s ₹1.17 crore a day and in Essar Steel, nearly ₹10 

crore a day. The sooner this money comes back into the banking system, the sooner 

we can re-deploy it into the economy.”

“I don’t know if the new 330-day deadline is binding on courts,” said M.V.S. Seshagiri 

Rao, joint managing director and group chief financial officer, JSW Steel.

JSW, India’s second-largest private steelmaker, is the CoC’s pick to buy out bankrupt 

Bhushan Power and Steel and Asian Colour Coated Ispat.
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“I think even the new 330-day deadline may not be viable, but we have to see. If the 

courts have to decide a case, they have to listen to all parties. For us, the funding 

for our acquisitions is tied up and we have to see how long this will take. The cost 

of funding will depend on when we make the drawdown, what the market conditions 

are at the time and what the interest rate scenario is. Right now, it’s difficult to find 

low-cost capital for industry.”

As cases drag on, costs rise for both lenders and corporate buyers of stressed 

assets. However, the legal system is ill-equipped to deal with the sheer number of 

cases that have been admitted to insolvency since the IBC came into force.

“The NCLTs and NCLAT are overloaded with matters. First, the number of members 

in the benches are few,” said Sitesh Mukherjee, partner and head of disputes, 

Trilegal. “Second, there are so many stakeholders involved—financial creditors, 

operations creditors, government agencies, existing promoters, shareholders, 

employees and resolution applicants, all with competing interests. That makes 

things quite complex.

“Ultimately, the institutional capacity has to increase,” Mukherjee said. “Today, it 

doesn’t have the capability to meet the new 330-day plan either. We’re not even at 

25% of the capacity that is actually required, so setting any deadline for resolution 

will be unachievable.”

“The IBC is a modern piece of legislation and it requires multi-disciplinary expertise. 

We need members who are well-versed in contract law, debt law, and modern 

financial transactions. I think training will also be useful. The government can 

consider appointing practising lawyers or even general counsels of corporates who 

can do a 2-3 year tenure on an ad-hoc basis to increase the bandwidth of the 

judicial system dealing with insolvency,” he said.

Triple Talaq Bill sails through Rajya Sabha
As many as eight Congress MPs were absent during the vote including Sanjay 
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Singh, who resigned hours before the Bill was put to vote.

Janata Dal (U) and the AIADMK walked out. Members of the Bahujan Samaj Party 

(BSP) participated in the debate opposing the Bill but were absent during the voting 

process.

Also absent were high profile Opposition leaders like the NCP’s Sharad Pawar and 

Praful Patel. Two other members of their party — Majeed Memon and Vandana 

Chavan — opposed the Bill.

Opposition members had earlier moved a resolution to send the Bill to Select 

Committee.

A divided Opposition helped in clearing the Bill which was passed in Lok Sabha 

last week.

BSP’s Satish Chandra Mishra also opposed the Bill but at the time of voting, all 

the four party MPs were absent. CPI-M’s Jharna Das Baidya who claimed that she 

was given an offer by Home Minister Amit Shah to join the BJP last week, was also 

absent.

Five-hour debate

The Bill was debated for around five hours. Mr. Shah was present in the House 

when BJP’s floor managers fanned to garner support.

He later tweeted, “this act will free Muslim women from the curse of regressive 

practice.”

Consumer Protection Bill passed
Bill to ease addressing consumer grievances, says Minister

The Lok Sabha  passed the Consumer Protection Bill, 2019, which promises to 

strengthen the rights of consumers and provides a mechanism for redress of 

complaints regarding defects in goods and deficiency in services.

Union Food and Consumer Affairs Minister Ram Vilas Paswan stressed that the 

overall purpose of the legislation was to ease the process of addressing grievances 

of consumers.
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Apart from setting up of authorities for timely and effective administration and 

settlement of disputes, the Bill seeks to bring in e-commerce under their jurisdiction 

and hold celebrities accountable for false and misleading advertisements. The Bill 

replaced the Consumer Protection Act, 1986. The Bill proposes a Central Consumer 

Protection Authority.

Lok Sabha pushes ahead with labour reforms, passes wage 

code bill
Lok Sabha clears bill despite opposition concerns over gender disparities in pay, a 

single minimum wagethe bill seeks to merge four labour laws on wages, two of them 

dating back to 1936 and 1948.

Wage Code Bill

NEW DELHI: Pushing ahead with labour reforms, the Lok Sabha  passed the wage 

code bill in the face of concerns over a single minimum wage and gender disparities 

in pay.

The bill seeks to merge four labour laws related to wages, two of them dating back to 

1936 and 1948. It aims to make provision for a national mandatory minimum wage 

but does not announce one. It makes provision for application of minimum wages 

for both informal and formal sector workers. It also aims to rationalize the number of 

wage types from around 2,000 categories to around 200 and reduce the influence 

of inspectors on companies, a constant demand from employers for years.

Opening the discussion in the Lok Sabha, labour and employment minister Santosh 

Gangwar called the bill historic, saying it aims to transform old and obsolete labour 

laws into more accountable and transparent ones.

Gangwar said the bill seeks to universalize the payment of minimum wage and 

timely payment of wages. “Those who were out of the ambit of minimum wages 

will get legislative protection of minimum wages after the bill becomes an Act,” he 

said.

Suresh Kodikunnil, a Congress parliamentarian and former junior labour minister said 
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there is no need to codify the labour laws and that the government is only doing it to 

benefit employers. He said the bill was brought in without enough deliberations and 

does not make provision for higher income for workers keeping in mind their need 

and consumption pattern. He said the bill stays away from prescribing a respectable 

national minimum wage in sync with 7th Pay Commission-fixed minimum wage 

of ₹18,000 for government employees.

An internal committee of the labour ministry had suggested a national minimum 

wage of ₹375 per day based on July 2018 price plus a housing allowance for city-

based workers. It had also suggested an alternative region-wise minimum wage 

ranging from ₹342 to ₹447 per day.

However, Gangwar  said a tripartite committee will decide on the minimum wage 

without explaining why the bill fails to prescribe a minimum wage.

K.R. Shyam Sundar, a labour economist and professor at XLRI Jamshedpur said 

the bill has four key pain points. “The draft wage code of 2017 had talked about 

minimum wage but in 2019 it talks about a national floor level. The difference is: floor 

level means the lowest of the low wage without taking into account the requirement 

or consumption pattern. This floor level should go,” he said.

Sundar said the bill fails to put in place a model to fix minimum wages taking into 

account suggestions of the Indian Labour Conference of 1957, a court order on 

1992 and committee recommendation in 2019.

The bill also does not make it explicit on how it aims to reduce gender discrimination 

in salary payments and reduces the monitoring mechanism of those who violate 

the rules.

However, the provision for a minimum wage for all workers—formal and informal—

itself is net positive. Besides, it removes the ₹24,000 threshold under the Payment 

of Wages Act thus making all employees part of the code. Also, the bill extends the 

time period for settlement of wage disputes to three years, up from six months to 

two years earlier.
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The Economic Survey presented in Parliament on 4 July has said that a well-

designed minimum wage system “can be a potent tool for protecting workers and 

alleviating poverty, if set at an appropriate level that ensures compliance”.

Why there is opposition to changes in right to information 

legislation
Amendments to the Act will impact the independence of the Central Information 

Commission, say analysts

Academics, activists and former information commissioners argue that however minor 

the RTI amendment may seem, the intention was to impose a self-censorship

RTI amendment

NEW DELHI: Standing under a cloudy evening sky in Lutyens’ Delhi, two former 

information commissioners indulged in friendly banter. “It’s you and your order 

which has brought us to this amendment now…had you refrained from touching 

that subject, it would have been a different situation,” said one. The other smiled 

and responded: “Censorship...even you believe this.”

Academics, activists and former information commissioners argue that however 

minor the RTI amendment may seem, the intention was to impose a self-censorship, 

create fear and “destroy the fundamentals of the original RTI Act 2005”. They argue 

that the amendment seeks to put indirect pressure on the offices of information 

commissioners to restrict the flow of information primarily related to government.

“They are not small changes, but fundamental amendments to destroy the Act. 

When appeals come to the commissions, the commissioners will be scared to 

deliver rulings related to important government offices,” said Jagdeep S. Chhokar, a 

retired IIM-Ahmedabad professor, and founding member, Association of Democratic 

Reforms.

The original Act says the chief information commissioner (CIC) and other information 

commissioners are appointed at the national and state levels to implement the 

provisions of the Act. It says the CIC and ICs, both at the Centre and state level, will 
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hold office for five years. The present amendment empowers the central government 

to notify the terms of office for CICs and ICs.

The 2005 Act states that the CICs and ICs are in the same pay grade as the chief 

election commissioner and election commissioners, respectively. Similarly, the 

salary of the CICs and ICs (at the state level) will be equivalent to the salary paid 

to the election commissioners and the chief secretary to the state government, 

respectively. The amendment will now allow the Centre to determine the salaries, 

allowances, and other terms and conditions of service of central and state CICs 

and ICs.

The Centre is usurping the power of Parliament through these amendments, said M. 

Sridhar Acharyulu, a former information commissioner. “Information commissioners 

could survive only because the law prescribed their tenure. One could not disturb 

them until they completed a five-year term or 65 years of age. We would have been 

finished long ago had there been no such rule in the Act,” he said.

A law that deals with people’s access to information was amended without going 

to the people for a debate, said Yashovardhan Azad, another former information 

commissioner. The argument that the CIC and CEC are not comparable and, 

therefore, the amendment is needed is not reasonable, he said. “Voting is a right 
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to expression and speaking is a right to expression. How do you speak without 

knowledge? So, CIC enforcing right to information is a fundamental right,” he said.

The government will not have unbridled powers to amend the rules and there is no 

motivation to curtail the independence of the information commissioners, Jitendra 

Singh, minister of the department of personnel and training said in the Rajya Sabha 

last week.

Government officials argue that the rejection rate of RTI queries are going down at 

the central level and in 2017-18 it was only 4%. However, the rejection rate in some 

of the top ministries are much higher, with the home ministry recording 15% denials. 

The figure for the finance ministry stood at 14%.

The amendments pose more questions than answers on the need for the changes in 

the Act. The RTI Act has been facing opposition from many quarters of the government 

since 2005. An information commissioner had said that he has written to the Prime 

Minister (Manmohan Singh) in his personal capacity that “certain forces within the 

government were working to render the RTI Act ineffective”, according to the minutes 

of the first CIC meeting on 8 December 2005, .

Anjali Bhardwaj, co-convenor of the National Campaign for People’s Right to 

Information (NCPRI), says the RTI law of 2005 was an “empowering legislation for 

the people”, as five to six million applications are filed every year seeking information 

on a range of issues from education to health, to ration cards. Some questions were 

asked about the highest offices in governments, both at the Centre and the states, 

she said. The present amendment is a “clear attempt to undermine the autonomy of 

the commission and commissioners. As citizens we are extremely worried”, she said. 

The amendments will have a direct bearing on the delivery of rulings at commissions, 

Bhardwaj said.

“If the government is regulating terms, salary, then while delivering rulings, the 

commissioner will think twice, may get scared about giving orders that the government 
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is not comfortable with. Hence, the independence of the commissions is a necessity,” 

explained Chhokar.
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From baby steps to giant strides, GST gains momentum

As more service providers walk into GST, the economy gets more formalised.

Reuters  

The historical tax reform, which marks its second year today, has offered 

stakeholders a mixed bag thus far

The historical goods and services tax (GST) which was implemented across 

the country from July 1, 2017 is now two years old. India was not new to 

indirect tax levies, but consolidating Central and State levies and achieving 

uniformity was no joke. Credit is due to the Central Government as well 

as each and every State Government and officials who participated in this 

exercise.

What industry got

The industry loves GST for harmonising taxes, elimination of cascading effect 

of tax, widening the scope of input tax credit and for achieving a uniform tax 

rate for a product or service across the country. Tangible benefits include 

faster refunds, less interaction with tax authorities, abolition of checkposts, 

etc. There are other intangible benefits on account of GST. In the past, a 

manufacturer in State A would lose a customer in State B if he made a CST 

supply.

To prevent the loss, the manufacturer would open a depot in order to effect a 

local supply in State B. The depot was not a business requirement, but one 

of tax.

Under GST, a supplier can supply goods from any part of India and tax or 

input tax credit is no longer an arbitrage in competition.

The customer is now in a position to source from any supplier and the latter 

is in a position to access markets across India.

Industry gains include elimination or dismantling of structures created under 
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the pre-GST era for tax purposes, supply-chain efficiencies, direct customer 

access, and a robust transparent trail for the movement of goods. On the 

flip side, the industry is extremely unhappy with the massive increase in 

compliance requirements, frequent battles with the GST portal, wastage of 

manhours in dealing with technical glitches, and facing potential loss of ITC 

on account of supplier facing similar problems.

The industry is also not happy with frequent changes in law, including scenarios 

where the portal does not permit what the law permits.

What government got

Monthly revenue from GST has crossed Rs. 1,00,000 crore, even though 

the GDP growth is low and the economy is witnessing a slump. GST has 

resulted in the widening of the tax base. Excellent data mining has resulted in 

identification of tax evasion at an early stage. E-way bill system has brought 

in an effective, transparent movement trail.

Higher tax collections even without intervention indicates compliance. As more 

and more vendors and service providers walk into GST, the formalisation of 

economy takes place.

The walk-in is voluntary and sometimes compelled by the bigger player, who 

prefers only registered compliant suppliers since ITC is linked with vendor 

compliance.

The natural corollary would be the increase in direct tax collections from these 

new assessees. Many manufacturing states had anticipated huge losses on 

account of GST compared to their pre-GST collections.

This has not happened probably due to significant consumption of services in 

such manufacturing States.

The government, however, is extremely unhappy with the fake invoice racket 

and rightly so. These players provide a disservice to the economy and also to 

honest tax payers. While action is welcome, the government should pursue 

the route of adjudication, prosecution and early conviction instead of the threat 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     JULY 2019
 VOL.59

    
Economy

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

of non-bailable arrest provisions which have a potential for misuse.

Unlike many other countries which faced massive inflation on account of 

introduction of GST, India did not face any inflation. This was probably due to 

an effective rate of tax policy, as well as timely course correction.

The National Anti-Profiteering Authority had also played a role, but has outlived 

its objective. There was no necessity for a two-year extension. The consumer 

has gained the most in GST. From an era of cascading taxes, which had nearly 

30% of taxes on goods; dual and multiple levies on services, the consumer is 

now seeing massive reduction in the rate of tax for goods and services.

In a typical restaurant, where there used to be VAT of 2% or 12.5% and a 

service tax of 6%, the customer is enjoying a flat 5% which is lower than the 

VAT rates applicable in many countries in the European Union. Awareness of 

GST among consumers is at an all-time high, thanks to social media.

However, the downside to this is tax evasion, which is now driven by 

consumers. In the past, when a customer procured goods or services, he was 

least bothered about the tax rate since excise duty was invisible. The VAT rate 

was low and was not a significant deterrent. When the overall indirect tax levy 

was 30%, it was not reflected in the invoice, but when the rate has declined to 

12% and 18%, awareness about GST makes the customer assume it is a new 

levy which affects his pocket, and the consumer opens the cash channel.

The law

GST law has turned out to be the most complex one on account of design 

faults and frequent tinkering. The distinction between goods and services 

manifests itself in GST in multiple segments.

The Advance Ruling mechanism has failed since most rulings are in favour 

of the revenue and in some cases, against the provisions of the statute. The 

constitution of the AAR is the issue, since it is not presided by a judicial member 

and comprises sitting officers of the tax department. The GST Council has 

played a stellar role in cooperative federalism since 35 meetings have taken 
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place, where resolutions have been passed unanimously despite political 

differences.

This kind of unanimity is unseen even in flat association meetings. In only two 

years of existence, 32 amendments to the CGST Act; 31 amendments to the 

CGST Rules; 87 CGST rate Notifications; 179 CGST non-rate Notifications; 90 

IGST rate Notifications; 19 IGST non-rate Notifications; 101 Board Circulars; 

10 Removal of Difficulty Orders; matching Notifications from 29 States, do not 

indicate a simple law.

No extra funds for Jal Shakti Abhiyan

Gajendra Singh Shekhawat  

Water conservation will only succeed as a people’s movement: Jal Shakti Minister

With rampant water scarcity in the spotlight, whether in urban centres such as Chennai 

or in drought-hit central India, the Centre rolled out the Jal Shakti Abhiyan  as a jan 

andolan , or people’s movement, on water conservation.

However, there is no additional funding or specific targets for the campaign to achieve, 

according to Jal Shakti Minister Gajendra Singh Shekhawat. Instead, the campaign 

is meant to “bring sensitivity on the subject, and give focussed approach,” he told 

presspersons.

Over the next two-and-a-half months, the campaign will push to implement existing 

water conservation schemes and increase awareness in 256 water-stressed 

districts.

As The Hindu reported last week, 256 Indian Administrative Service officers 

of Joint Secretary or Additional Secretary rank have been deputed to monitor its 

implementation, along with 447 Deputy Secretary-level officers. Despite this huge 

Central deployment for a scheme on water — which is purely a State subject under 

the Constitution — Mr. Shekhawat said that this was not a top-down scheme

“…As Prime Minister Narendra Modi said in his Mann ki Baat , water conservation is 
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everyone’s responsibility. It needs to become a mass people’s movement, just like 

we made sanitation into a people’s movement with the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan,” he 

said.

Asked about any budget allocation or additional funding for the scheme, the Minister 

said that there was plenty of money already allocated for existing schemes under the 

Central and State budgets.

“They can be converged into a single scheme, with a focussed approach,” he said.

‘FDI needed to spur the virtuous cycle in India’

Foreign savings can start investment, boost jobs, says CEA

Foreign investment in India is needed to spur the domestic private investment cycle, 

says Chief Economic Adviser (CEA)Krishnamurthy Subramanian. Excerpts from a 

Q&A session:

Could you elaborate on what you mean about treating data as a public good?

Let me start with an example. Imagine a woman in a village accessing on her smart 

phone all the hospitals that are there in her vicinity. Not only can she access the 

hospitals but she can click on a particular hospital and get the quality of emergency 

care, let’s say, of that hospital. And suppose, she can get this in the local language. 

Now, if someone falls ill in her village, she knows very well where to go. This is an 

example of ease of living that can be generated by bringing in data.

That is possible today and it can’t happen without viewing data as a public good. 

While you have companies like Amazon, Google, etc. which utilise data, they do it in 

a particular area. They will only do it where there is profit, they are private entities.

Much like the government invests in public goods such as roads, ports, etc., these 

[data for public use] are areas where the private sector will not make investments. It 

can reduce inclusion and exclusion errors as well via Aadhaar.

That’s the basic idea. And it can be created within the framework of the privacy laws 

in the country because we have the necessary technologies to do that.
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The main plank of your Survey is that investment will drive all the other factors of the 

economy such as growth and job creation. Where will this investment come from?

When we were writing this chapter, we had the choice of going into each of these 

details or focussing on the big picture message, which is what we need to do to get 

on that 8% growth path.

These are questions to which we have the answers, but we wanted to keep the 

Survey focussed.

I think some of the overhang from the previous period has unwound completely. 

Second, banks have cleaned up their balance sheets and credit to large firms has 

started going up.

Third, which I think is a very important opportunity that we have not tapped enough, 

is that if you look at the global environment in terms of liquidity and the surplus and 

the interest rate environment that has been prevailing, it is as benign as it ever was. 

There is a lot of flush liquidity that is looking for avenues for investment.

If you have an economy that is going to grow at 8% growth rates, this money finds it 

profitable to be invested there.

In order to trigger this virtuous cycle, we have to rely on some of these foreign savings. 

They can come in and start investment, and once this happens, that will enhance 

productivity, which creates jobs, fosters exports and thereby, demand.

In the Survey, you have missed out on focussing on the banking sector or the problems 

affecting the NBFC sector. Why is that?

As I articulated, we wanted to focus on the big picture. We will be writing another 

Survey in six months, that will be presented on January 30. So, we had to make 

a choice. One thing we knew very well when we started working on the Survey is 

that this will be the Survey of a new government and therefore, a government that 

potentially has five years to implement policies.

Economic Survey moots central welfare database of citizens
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‘Information can be used to improve targeting in schemes’

The Economic Survey 2018-19, tabled in Parliament , pitched for setting up a central 

welfare database of citizens — by merging different data maintained by separate 

Ministries and departments — which can be tapped for enhancing ease of living for 

citizens, particularly the poor.

While the Survey pointed out that governments can create data as a public good 

within the legal framework of data privacy, it added that care must also be taken not 

to impose the “elite’s preference of privacy on the poor, who care for a better quality 

of living the most.”

Stringent safeguards

It also recommended granting access to select database to private sector for a fee, 

given that “stringent technological mechanisms exist to safeguard data privacy.”

The Survey noted that there had been some discussions around the “linking” of 

datasets, primarily through the seeding of an Aadhaar number across databases 

such as PAN database, bank accounts and mobile numbers. However, it clarified that 

the linking is “one-way.” For example, banks can use the tokenised Aadhaar number 

to combine duplicate records and weed out benami accounts, but this does not mean 

that the UIDAI or government can read the bank account information or other data 

related to the individual. “While private sector does a good job of harnessing data 

where it is profitable, government intervention is needed in social sectors of the 

country where private investment in data remains inadequate,” the Survey said.
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These recommendations come at a time when India is working on finalising its 

personal data protection policy.

“The principle is that most data are generated by the people, of the people and 

should be used for the people,” it said.

The Survey highlighted that the governments already held a rich repository of 

administrative, survey, institutional and transactions data about citizens, but these 

data were scattered across numerous government bodies. Merging these distinct 

datasets would generate multiple benefits with the applications being limitless.

The government could utilise the information embedded in these distinct datasets 

to enhance ease of living for citizens, enable truly evidence-based policy, improve 

targeting in welfare schemes, uncover unmet needs, integrate fragmented markets, 

bring greater accountability in public services and generate greater citizen participation 

in governance, etc.

The datasets talked about inclusion of administrative data such as birth and death 

records, pensions, tax records, marriage records; survey data such as census data, 

national sample survey data; transactions data such as e-national agriculture market 

data, UPI data, institutional data and public hospital data on patients.

On granting access to the public sector, the Survey said, “Consistent with the notion 

of data as a public good, there is no reason to preclude commercial use of this data 

for profit… Although the social benefits would far exceed the cost to the government, 

at least a part of the generated data should be monetised to ease the pressure on 

government finances.”

Union Budget 2019-20: Women-led initiatives and child protection 

services get a boost

Panel will be set up to assess budget through a gender lens

The government  announced setting up of a committee to assess budgetary allocation 

through a gender lens.
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Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman spoke of the need for policies to 

encourage women-led initiatives instead of women-centric ones, a theme in the 

BJP’s manifesto too.

The Minister said that every verified member of a Self Help Group possessing a Jan 

Dhan Bank account would be given ₹5,000 over and above their savings and at least 

one woman per SHG would be eligible for a loan of up to ₹1 lakh under MUDRA 

scheme.

The Women and Child Development Ministry saw a 17.7% increase in its budgetary 

allocation, from ₹23,356.50 crore last fiscal to ₹27,584.37 crore during 2019-2020. 

Anganwadi services have seen an 11% hike in their grant to ₹19,834 crore. Other 

schemes that have seen a noticeable hike include child protection services (62% with 

an allocation of ₹1,500 crore), and working women hostels which got a two-fold hike 

at ₹165 crore.

For schemes on the safety of women, ₹500 crore has been set aside for the Nirbhaya 

Fund.

MSMEs hope announcements in Union Budget will be 

implemented
 ‘2% TDS on annual cash withdrawals must be reviewed’

The Union Budget has elicited mixed response from industry experts and industrialists 

here. While Micro Small and Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) are hoping that the 

announcements will be implemented, the transport industry is disappointed with the 

hike in excise duty on fuel by Re.1.

K.Nallathambi, former president of Tamil Nadu State Lorry Owners Federation, 

said that there were no announcements on including petrol and diesel under GST, 

determining per kilometre freight charges for lorries and regarding annual toll fee.

Besides, the government also hiked the excise duty by Re.1. This would severely 

affect the industry.

As for the silver jewellery industry here, K.V. Chandrapal, president, Salem Silver 
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Leg Chain Manufacturers Association, said the industry had not been given any 

exemption in terms of income tax or excise duty.

K.K. Mariappan, president of Salem District Small Scale and Tiny Industries 

Association, said they expected collateral free loans up to ₹1 crore, but it was not 

announced. The 2% TDS on annual cash withdrawals must be reviewed. Most of 

the service-based industries paid workers weekly and it would affect them badly. 

Mr. Mariappan added that removal of customs duty on defence components would 

boost its manufacturing. He said that there were no specific announcements on the 

defence hub in Salem. He also welcomed the proposal to utilise green technology to 

lay roads.

Welcoming the budget, P. Ramanathan, president of Salem Productivity Council, 

said that there were several schemes announced to support MSMEs and women 

self-help groups.

“We hope the announcements made for the sector will be implemented,” he said. 

The excise duty hike on fuels could have been 50 paise instead of a rupee. Huge 

investment had been announced for railway sector and the Council was hopeful that 

it would be beneficial in increasing productivity of MSMEs.

Nirmala Sitharaman announces a Gandhipedia ‘to sensitise 

society’

An encyclopaedia on Mahatma Gandhi in the offing: Centre.

A “Gandhipedia” was being developed in order to sensitise society, particularly the 

youth, about Gandhian values, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman said in her 

Budget 2019-2020 speech .

With the government marking the 150th birth anniversary of Gandhi with several 

programmes throughout the year, an encyclopedia-like “Gandhipedia” would be 

among the efforts to spread his values.

“The 150th birth anniversary of Mahatma Gandhi is an apt occasion for us to re-
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dedicate ourselves to the ideals of Mahatma Gandhi. Hon’ble Prime Minister took 

the Sankalp of achieving Gandhiji’s resolve of Swachh Bharat to make India Open 

Defecation Free by 2nd October 2019. I am very satisfied and happy to report that 

this would be achieved by the 2nd October,” she said.

She added that the Rashtriya Swachhta Kendra would be inaugurated at Gandhi 

Darshan at Rajghat on October 2 this year.

Positive values

“A Gandhipedia is also being developed by National Council for Science Museums to 

sensitise youth and society at large about positive Gandhian values,” she said.

An official of the Culture Ministry said work developing the Gandhipedia had been 

ongoing for some time.

‘Delinking calculation, justification of share premium is 

welcome’
The Budget proposal to address the thorny ‘angel’ tax issue comes as a major respite 

to start-ups and investors alike.

K. Ganesh, a Bangalore-based serial entrepreneur and partner, GrowthStory, said, 

“The draconian devil tax has been comprehensively addressed including some 

relief for pending cases that were causing lot of angst. One of the best moves is 

the delinking of calculation and the justification of share premium since deciding a 

premium is not an exact science, and it is impossible to justify.”

“Now, only the identity of the investor and source of income needs to be proven. 

This is fair and a straight-forward process. It will reduce arbitrariness and prevent 

unwanted harassment,” he added.

‘Angel’ tax is levied at 30%, when a privately-held company raises funds at a rate 

higher than its ‘fair valuation’ It was initially introduced in 2012 in a bid to curb money 

laundering via SMEs. Under the IT Act, Section 56 (2) (viib), money invested by 

angels in a company was treated as income from other sources.
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The issue of establishing the identity of the investor and source of his funds would 

be resolved by putting in place a mechanism of e-verification. With this, funds raised 

by start-ups would not require any kind of scrutiny from the Income Tax Department, 

said the Finance Minister in her Budget speech.

She added that CBDT would set up a mechanism to alleviate issues with pending 

cases regarding ‘angel’ tax.

Manish Lunia, Co-Founder, FlexiLoans, a digital lending platform, said “Easing 

angel tax will further strengthen the start-up financing ecosystem and remove 

ambiguities.”

The strong message on the scrutiny of ‘angel’ tax will open up capital sources for 

early-stage ventures, said Deena Jacob,co-founder, Open, which provides banking 

services to start-ups and SMEs.

‘Implementation is key’

“However, the implementation, including the details of the verification mechanism will 

be the key to its effectiveness,” she added.

In February 2019, the government had exempted investments of up to Rs. 25 crore 

in eligible firms from the tax, as well as the scrutiny.

Welcoming the move, Kamal Bali, president and MD, Volvo Group India, said, 

“Finding a way to resolve the issue of angel tax for start-ups is a step in the right 

direction and it confirms the government’s commitment to promoting innovation and 

entrepreneurship.”

‘Discount broking taking equity culture across the country’

We handhold our customers, says the CEO of 5paisa.com

Discount broking firms are helping in spreading the equity culture in the country with 

most first-time investors, especially millennials opting for such technology-based 

platforms, says Prakarsh Gagdani , chief executive officer, 5paisa.com. Excerpts 

from an interview:
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How do discount brokerages make money when they charge negligible fees?

Discount broking companies generate profits by keeping their cost low and scaling 

up in terms of customers. Our maximum cost is on acquiring new customers. We 

do not have relationship managers. Everything is available for the customers on the 

app. We do 99.9% of the work on the app while the rest 0.1% of the work is that which 

necessarily needs human intervention. So, we are on the extremely low cost model 

and that’s how our working model will be.

Plus, scalability is infinite. We have gained more customers organically than any 

dedicated campaign as such because people use, share it and then they ask their 

friend to do the same.

How easy is the on-boarding exercise for investors?

The customer just needs to download and open our app and the first thing is account 

opening. We do not take any physical documents as we accept the pictures of the 

documents of the customer. For KYC, we take PAN card and Aadhaar card. We have 

made the processes smooth; we only require the pictures and no bank proof. If the 

customer has all the documents in place, he can start trading within 45 minutes of 

the on-boarding process.

Is it true that most new investors prefer discount broking compared with full-

service entities?

While we have seasoned traders as well as our clients, 80% of our customer base is 

young and less than 35 years in age. There has been a change in investor behaviour 

as well. The old customers would expect the broking company to call them many 

times during the day to give an update on the stocks. But now, people don’t prefer 

getting such calls. They just open the app and get the information.

Do you mean that discount broking firms are spreading the equity culture 

across the country?

Absolutely. We are expanding the market. Initially, stock broking was concentrated in 

Mumbai, Gujarat, Delhi, Bangalore, Rajkot, Ahmedabad, but now we have acquired 

customers from almost every corner of the country. Rather, we don’t focus on these 
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markets because they are over saturated.

It is often said that discount broking is for seasoned traders and not the investor who 

might occasionally put in a trade or two.

I think that is a myth to bust. It’s a no- brainer for a high-ticket trader that he will 

save tons of money but even for a small investor, cost remains cost. Secondly, retail 

investors, especially those coming from smaller towns also have this complex that a 

big broker or bank would not entertain him much as his investment amount might not 

be more than Rs. 10,000. Apps remove that reluctance and even if one wants to take 

an advice, the same is available for a minimal amount. This is also a major factor for 

a newcomer. The ease of platforms is the deciding factor and that is how platforms 

like us will have an advantage.

Discount broking firms are essentially tech firms. So, there is more of 

technology and less people. What, then is the grievance redressal mechanism 

for investors?

We have a call centre. It is a typical inbound customer support where you can 

raise the complaint and send a mail and that will be addressed within 24 hours. We 

have employees who receive tons of calls. A person may be sitting in Moradabad, 

transferring money and if he doesn’t see the credit, he calls. We get cases like that 

but then it’s a habit; like the first time you do an online purchase you are skeptical 

about the delivery but after that you get used to it.

A Budget for the masses

As Ms. Nirmala Sitharaman presented her maiden Budget, public expectation 

towards Union Budget 2019-20 was extraordinary, given the massive victory of the 

Modi government and the state of the economy. GDP growth has slowed down, and 

global outlook turning gloomy, amid heightened trade tensions and fear of prolonged 

slowdown in the euro zone.

Growth-focussed
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The Finance Minister presented a Budget that focussed on growth, touching every 

aspect of the economy, especially job creation.

The most reassuring aspect was the fiscal deficit target of 3.3% for FY20, although 

a large segment of intellectuals would have been comfortable even with 3.5% in lieu 

of a growth Budget. The government’s focus on international borrowings will prevent 

crowding out the private sector borrowing in the domestic market as well as help 

establish sovereign yield curve.

Lower borrowing in the domestic market should be positive for the currency and 

interest rate, and therefore interest costs will come down. Housing has been and 

continues to be a priority for the government.

The FM said that the government had already built 1.5 crore houses and would build 

1.95 crore houses under the Pradhan Mantari Awas Yojna (PMAY) — Gramin over 

the next two years.

Also, the time taken to complete construction of houses under PMAY has collapsed 

from 314 days in 2015-16 to 114 days in 2017-18, thus reassuring that the target of 

Housing for All by 2022 will be met.

The FM has incentivised people buying affordable houses, by increasing fiscal 

incentives on a home loan. The Budget has provided for an increase of up to Rs. 

1,50,000 deduction p.a. on the interest component of a home loan borrowed before 

March 31, 2020, provided the property value is under Rs. 45 lakh. With this, the total 

fiscal incentives on a home loan by way of interest deductions are Rs. 3.5 lakh p.a.

This additional fiscal benefit will also lead to increase in the loan eligibility of the 

borrower. Apart from this, there is already a tax benefit on repayment of principal of 

up to Rs. 1.5 lakh.

Having said all this, if the borrower buying such a property also fulfills all the 

requirements of the PMAY scheme, then the effective overall interest rate on his 

home loan can be below 4% p.a. even though the nominal home loan interest rate 

is 8.7% p.a. This should provide a huge boost to affordable housing.

There has been a massive clean-up of NPAs of the banking sector in the past few 
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years and the Rs. 70,000 crore recapitalisation plan will adequately bolster PSU 

banks’ capital base and improve credit uptake.

The FM said that the government will provide a one-time, six-month partial credit 

guarantee to PSU banks for first loss up to 10% for the purchase of high-rated 

pooled assets of financially sound NBFCs.

This will incentivise banks to lend to NBFCs. The FM has cut the tax rate to 25% 

for all the corporates with an annual turnover of up to Rs. 400 crore from the earlier 

Rs. 250 crore thus covering 99.30% of all corporates in India. This is a step in the 

right direction.

‘No clarity on fiscal benefits on EVs’

This Budget is a blueprint for five years for all sectors of the economy. The auto 

industry needs a stimulus to get the demand cycle going.

It needed a temporary Goods and Services Tax relief to get the demand back. I 

hope the Centre will consider it. This government has come up with a clear belief 

that the mandate that they have got brings responsibility on them to deliver on 

promises they had made. I find a sense of urgency to get things done.

Everything that has been said about rural India is in line with what has been said 

before. A few new things were announced that will add to the thrust. So I won’t 

say that anything has changed drastically pre-Budget and post-Budget. It is the 

same direction that we have seen. It is easy for us to say what happened and 

what did not. But the Finance Minister had to ensure that fiscal deficit did not go 

beyond 3.3/3.4%. Therefore, I don’t think everything that one would wish would be 

possible. The biggest thing that has happened in this Budget is the likelihood of 

better availability of finance and the likelihood of rates coming down. And that is a 

big thing.

Financing is an issue

Today, for example, it is not that the demand is not there but a good number of 
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people are not getting the financing. Hence, if financing is made easily available it 

will make a huge difference in the market.

As far as fiscal benefit on electric vehicles (EVs) is concerned, what is not clear to 

me is whether this will only benefit personal buyers or also benefit fleet buyers.

Many benefits have been announced by the government such as FAME II benefit, 

registration being free and this announcement as well as incentives for local 

manufacturing to EVs and benefits for setting up charging infrastructure. As an 

industry, we could not have asked for more. Though, there is never enough. Now, it 

is up to us and other players to make this EV dream a reality. Our EV strategy has 

always been very aggressive and we do not need to change anything because of 

the Budget.

In FAME-II, there’s a lot of money set aside for charging infrastructure. The 

government gives a fair amount of subsidy if you want to set up a charging 

infrastructure and this will help.

Income tax benefits to those companies that are setting up manufacturing for lithium 

ion batteries in India or solar will also benefit. EV is a one-term opportunity and India 

should become a hub for EVs for the emerging markets.

However, the main challenge is translating the intent to on-ground implementation. 

EVs is the biggest opportunity or the biggest threat to Make in India, depending on 

how we handle it. India’s economy has to grow at 7% and for that is there enough in 

the Budget to spur demand? That is the only question mark in my mind.

Road to agricultural and rural prosperity

A truly agriculture and rural development-focussed Budget, it has adequately met 

the twin objectives of growth and inclusiveness.

When doubling of farmers’ income is being rigorously pursued by the government, 

a fresh slew of measures through this Budget will only firm up the prospects of the 

agriculture and rural development sectors. The crux of the Budget is ‘sustainability’ 
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in every aspect, be it agriculture practices or economic viability.

An announcement of formation of 10,000 new FPOs over the next five years is a step 

towards the same. With this, the economies of scale can be harnessed to achieve 

the goal of doubling farmer’s income by reduction in input costs and assuring better 

price realisations by the farmers for their output.

The incentives proposed for women SHGs will not only lead to livelihood generation 

and women empowerment, but also nurture first-generation entrepreneurs though 

the MUDRA loans of Rs. 1 lakh. With the proposed interventions, not only farmers, 

but also rural entrepreneurship will get the necessary boost.

A new scheme — Pradhan Mantri Matsya Sampada Yojana — will give enough 

confidence to those who are in fisheries sector, to enhance their income with better 

fisheries management, infrastructure creation, increasing production and productivity, 

improved post-harvest management bringing economic viability of the sector. As the 

government wants to extend the parameters of ease-of-doing business and ease-

of-living to the rural areas too, the emphasis of ‘Gaon, Garib and Kisan’ will see the 

uplift of rural lives of farmers and the poor, equally. The government has shown that 

every person having potential to bring economic revolution will be given an equal 

opportunity. Another new scheme — SFURTI — is an attempt in this direction.

Rural artisans have received a holding hand from the government in a cluster-

based development approach that will upgrade regional and traditional industries, 

benefiting about 50,000 artisans. Now, under Pradhan Mantri Gram Sadak Yojana, 

a road network of 1.25 lakh km will bring more villages to rural markets. Enhancing 

the prospects of agripreneurs, the ASPIRE scheme will create 50,000 skilled rural 

entrepreneurs, especially in the rural agriculture sector.

Power generation

To expand the income sources of our farmers, there is a proposal to enable them to 

take up power generation activities on their field to transform the ‘Annadata’ to an 

‘Urjadata’.
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For relieving farmers from uncertain prospects, the States will be forced to implement 

e-NAM mechanism for better operations under the APMC Act.

The concept of zero-budget farming, which some farmers have exemplarily proved to 

be viable, will boost the confidence of farmers. With conventional means, the farmers 

will be able to enhance their income levels by keeping the input costs under control.

Integration of funds from various Ministries to fund the Jal Shakti Abhiyan may see 

critical water blocks being regained. In a nutshell, ‘sustainability’ has largely remained 

at the centre of this Budget.

SEBI gets teeth to probe new-age cases

SEBI can penalise brokers up to Rs. 1 crore if they fail to issue a contract note to 

clients in the prescribed format.Reuters  

It can fine up to Rs. 10 cr. if a person tampers with information to obstruct probe, 

destroy data

The Finance Bill, 2019 has given the Securities and Exchange Board of India (SEBI) 

new powers to act against entities that tamper or destroy electronic databases or fail 

to furnish information when sought by the capital markets regulator, SEBI, who can 

now also impose penalties of up to Rs. 1 crore on brokers for certain violations.

These new powers assume significance as the regulator is in the midst of probing the 

leak of sensitive data through WhatsApp and also recently passed fresh orders on 

the National Stock Exchange (NSE) co-location matter, which had been challenged 

at the Securities Appellate Tribunal (SAT).

As per the Finance Bill, a new section — 15HAA — has been inserted in the SEBI Act 

that says if a person tampers with information to obstruct or influence an investigation, 

destroys regulatory data or tries to access data in an unauthorised manner then 

the entity could be penalised up to Rs. 10 crore or three times the unlawful gains, 

whichever is higher.
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“For the purposes of this clause, a person shall be deemed to have altered, concealed 

or destroyed such information, record or document, in case he knowingly fails to 

immediately report the matter to the Board or fails to preserve the same till such 

information continues to be relevant to any investigation, inquiry, audit, inspection 

or proceeding, which may be initiated by the Board and conclusion thereof,” stated 

the Finance Bill.

WhatsApp case

Incidentally, the WhatsApp leak case or even the NSE co-location matter deal 

with the data being leaked through electronic means and unauthorised access to 

exchange data, which forms the base in most regulatory probes.

“The new section that has been inserted imposes penalty on unauthorised access to 

regulatory data and system databases though it is not yet clear whether ‘regulatory 

data’ and ‘database’ as mentioned in the section refers only to SEBI data or even 

those maintained by exchanges, depositories and clearing corporations,” said 

Sumit Agrawal, founder, RegStreet Law Advisors, while adding that this is important 

considering the fact that SEBI is dealing with matters such as the WhatsApp leak 

and the NSE matter.

The Centre has also explicitly allowed the regulator to impose a fine of up to Rs. 1 

crore on brokers if they fail to issue a contract note to clients in the format as laid 

down by the exchanges. Earlier, only the lower limit of Rs. 1 lakh was prescribed.

RBI board finalises ‘Utkarsh 2022’

Three-year road map to improve regulation, supervision

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) board, which met in New Delhi, finalised a three- 

year roadmap to improve regulation and supervision, among other functions of the 

central bank.

This medium-term strategy — named Utkarsh 2022 — is in line with the global central 

banks’ plan to strengthen the regulatory and supervisory mechanism, sources aware 
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of the board meeting told The Hindu.

“It is a three-year road map for medium term objective to be achieved for improving 

regulation, supervision of the central bank,” said a source.

“Worldwide, all central banks strengthen the regulatory and supervisory mechanism, 

everybody is formulating a long-term plan and a medium-term plan. So, the RBI has 

also decided it will formulate a pragramme to outline what is to be achieved in the 

next three years,” the source added.

An internal committee was formed, which was anchored by outgoing Deputy Governor 

Viral Acharya, to identify issues that needed to be addressed over the next three 

years. While around a dozen areas were identified by the committee, some board 

members felt that areas could be filtered and lesser number of areas can be identified 

for implementation in the next three years.

“The idea is that the central bank plays a proactive role and takes preemptive action 

to avoid any crisis,” said another source, highlighting the IL&FS debt default issue 

and the crisis of confidence the non-banking financial sector faced in the aftermath.

In a statement after the board meeting, the RBI said the board finalised the three 

-year medium-term strategy document of the Reserve Bank, ‘which covered, inter-

alia, its mission and vision statement.’

The board also approved the RBI’s budget for the July 2019—June 2020 period. Other 

matters discussed by the board included issues relating to currency management 

and payment systems, the statement added.

Centre’s question came on petition by two Rohingya men who face deportation

The Supreme Court  agreed to examine a “substantial question” from the Union 

government on whether illegal immigrants can even be considered for ‘refugee’ 

status.

A Bench, led by Chief Justice of India Ranjan Gogoi, was hearing petitions filed by 

two Rohingya men against the government’s proposal to deport their 40,000-strong 

community to their native land of Myanmar, where “discrimination and possibly 
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summary executions await them”.

Solicitor General Tushar Mehta said the primary prayers made in the petitions 

were to stop any proposed deportation and allow the community rights under the 

international law.

“But first decide whether they are refugees... Whether illegal immigrants can even 

be allowed the status of refugees... This is the substantial question here,” Mr. Mehta 

submitted. The court said it would examine the issue and asked the parties and 

intervenors to complete pleadings by the next hearing.

The Rohingya, who fled to India after violence in the State of Rakhine in Myanmar, are 

settled in Jammu, Hyderabad, Haryana, Uttar Pradesh, Delhi-NCR and Rajasthan. 

The petitions said the Centre’s move violated the constitutional guarantee that the 

Indian State should “protect the life and liberty of every human being, whether citizen 

or not”.

NHRC notice

The National Human Rights Commission had also issued notice to the government 

on the proposed deportation.

Panic struck the refugee community following media reports of a statement made 

by then Union Minister of State for Home Affairs Kiren Rijiju in Parliament that the 

Centre had directed the States to identify and deport illegal immigrants, including 

the Rohingya. The petitions, filed in the Supreme Court, submitted that the 40,000-

odd Rohingya were registered and recognised by the UNHCR in 2016 and granted 

refugee identity cards.

The pleas said their deportation would violate India’s commitment to international 

conventions that recognise the ‘Principle of Non-Refoulement’. This principle of 

customary international law prohibits the deportation of refugees to a country where 

they face a threat to their lives.

During the hearing, Justice Aniruddha Bose, on the Bench, asked if there were any 

formal guidelines, legal norms or policy decisions to determine a refugee.

Senior advocate Colin Gonsalves, for the petitioners, said the UNHCR conducted 
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intensive questioning of the immigrants to determine whether they had fled 

persecution or if they had crossed across for sheer economic interests. If the former, 

they were granted refugee status.

FPIs, other investors await Sitharaman’s reply on Budget
Finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman had raised the surcharge on the super-rich in 

her Budget, effectively hitting foreign portfolio investors as well with the higher tax

Some 40% of the FPIs automatically come under the higher tax rate

Market players are eagerly awaiting Finance minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s 

concluding remarks today during the discussion on the Union Budget 2019-20 she 

presented . The FM had raised the surcharge on the super-rich in her Budget, 

effectively hitting foreign portfolio investors as well with the higher tax.

Some 40% of the FPIs automatically come under the higher tax rate as they have 

been investing as a non-corporate entity such as trust or association of persons 

(AOPs), which in the Income Tax law are classified as an individual for the purpose 

of taxation.

“A picture is being painted that Government has targeted FPIs by increasing 

surcharge over FPIs only. It is totally false. The surcharge has been increased for 

all super-rich individuals and non-corporate entities regardless of whether they are 

domestic investors or foreigner, FPI, FII. The surcharge has not been increased for 

companies – again regardless whether it is domestic or foreign,” a top government 

source said.

Sitharaman had in the Budget proposed to increase the surcharge, charged on top 

of the applicable income tax rate, from 15% to 25% for those with taxable incomes 

of between ₹2 crore and ₹5 crore, and to 37% for those earning more than ₹5 

crore. This takes the effective tax rate for those two groups to 39% and 42.74% 

respectively.

The BSE Sensex was down 166 points at 38,569 points at 3PM today, having 

touched a low of 38,474.66 earlier in the session.
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Nirmala and the tax officials’ reactions, seeming to convey nonchalance, have left 

the investors disappointed.

“I don’t think a clarification is required at the moment. We will take it as it comes,” 

Sitharaman said  at the end of a press meet in Delhi after the customary post-Budget 

central board meeting of the Reserve Bank of India.

The Sensex had shed nearly 400 points  after heavy selling from investors, spooked 

by the higher surcharge. The 31-share index has lost nearly 1,300 points since 

Thursday’s close, a day before the Budget was presented.

What is marginal cost of funds-based lending rate or MCLR?
MCLR is a tenor-linked internal benchmark, which means the rate is determined 

internally by the bank depending on the period left for the repayment of a loan

The RBI introduced the MCLR methodology for fixing interest rates from 1 April 

2016

The marginal cost of funds-based lending rate (MCLR) is the minimum interest rate 

that a bank can lend at. MCLR is a tenor-linked internal benchmark, which means 

the rate is determined internally by the bank depending on the period left for the 

repayment of a loan.

MCLR is closely linked to the actual deposit rates and is calculated based on four 

components: the marginal cost of funds, negative carry on account of cash reserve 

ratio, operating costs and tenor premium.

The Reserve Bank of India introduced the MCLR methodology for fixing interest 

rates from 1 April 2016. It replaced the base rate structure, which had been in place 

since July 2010.

Under the MCLR regime, banks are free to offer all categories of loans on fixed or 

floating interest rates. The actual lending rates for loans of different categories and 

tenors are determined by adding the components of spread to MCLR. Therefore, 
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the bank cannot lend at a rate lower than MCLR of a particular maturity, for all loans 

linked to that benchmark.

Fixed-rate loans with tenors of up to three years are also priced according to MCLR. 

Banks review and publish MCLR of different maturities, every month. Certain loan 

rates, like that of fixed-rate loans with tenors above three years and special loan 

schemes offered by the government, are not linked to MCLR.

NATO ally status unlikely now

The U.S. House Committee on Rules voted  night to send a watered-down version 

of an amendment to enhance defence cooperation with India to the full House floor 

for a vote.

The new India NDAA amendment, a part the House’s version of the National Defense 

Authorization Act (NDAA) FY 2020, replaces a significantly stronger amendment 

(the “Sherman Amendment”) that sought to place India on a par with the U.S.’s 

NATO allies by amending the Arms Export Control Act (AECA), a U.S. law that 

governs the sale of high-end defence equipment to other countries.

Concerns over India’s purchase of the S-400, turf battles between the Armed 

Services and Foreign Affairs Committees and some State Department opposition 

are likely to have contributed to the watering down of the amendment. Nevertheless, 

what passed the Senate and what is being considered by the House, provides some 

direction to the executive with regard to bolstering India-U.S. defence cooperation, 

although falling short of the original legislative goal. This comes days after Secretary 

of State Michael Pompeo travelled to New Delhi to push for stronger U.S.-India ties 

across the board.

The original House amendment was submitted by Brad Sherman, a California 

Congressman who is co-Chair of House India Caucus and heads the Asia Pacific 

subcommittee of the House Foreign Affairs Committee. Despite having bi-partisan 
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support and co-sponsors from both sides of the aisle, the amendment did not make 

it to the House Rules Committee — a fate similar to the corresponding amendment 

in the Senate, submitted by Mark Warner (Democrat, Virginia) and John Cornyn 

(Republican, Texas) which also sought to give India NATO-equivalent status for arms 

sales.

A source outside Congress who had worked on the legislation said India’s plans to 

purchase the S-400 Triumf missile shield from Russia made some in the Senate 

(and House) wary and came in the way of the original amendment making it to the 

final package in both legislative chambers. This view was supported by at least one 

person in Congress.

“It’s hard to go after Turkey for the S-400 purchase and allow India a boost in the 

same Bill,” a Congressional aide, who did not want to be named, told The Hindu . 

The NDAA Bills (House and Senate versions) limit transfer of F-35 aircraft to Turkey 

unless Turkey can provide assurances that it is not accepting delivery of the S-400.

“It’s always disappointing when strong bipartisan legislation on India doesn’t get 

across the finish line. Policymakers should understand that we need to boost India 

as a counter to China and that we can’t let India’s relationship with Russia get in 

the way,” Mukesh Aghi, president and CEO of the U.S.-India Strategic Partnership 

Forum, told The Hindu . The original AECA amendments also became a casualty of 

turf-related issues between the House Foreign Affairs Committee and Committee on 

Armed Services and the corresponding committees in the Senate.

AECA is the statute which authorises the Foreign Military Sales (FMS) program 

through which the U.S. sells arms abroad and the procedure is less complicated if the 

purchaser is a NATO ally or Japan, South Korea, Israel, Australia or New Zealand.

The Sherman amendment in the House and Warner/Cornyn amendment in the 

Senate, sought to add India to the list of non-NATO allies listed above.

GDP growth rates in Economic Survey, Budget consistent with 

each other: FM
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Near, yet far:The Centre holds the CEA’s Economic Survey at a ‘respectful arm’s 

distance’, the Minister said.Reuters  

The two use different base figures, says Nirmala Sitharaman

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman  clarified that the Economic Survey and the 

Union Budget project different rates of nominal GDP growth for 2019-20 because they 

use different base figures. However, she added that the two rates were consistent 

with each other.

While the Union Budget presented on July 5 projected a nominal GDP growth of 

12% for financial year 2019-20, the Economic Survey pegged this figure at 11%. 

Opposition leaders in the Lok Sabha highlighted this discrepancy and demanded 

why there were so many different numbers being issued by the government.

The Opposition also walked out of the lower House during Ms. Sitharaman’s reply 

to the concerns over the Budget, protesting the Budget’s announcement of a hike in 

the duties and cess rates on petrol and diesel.

“The growth rate in the nominal GDP for 2019-20 in the Budget document has been 

projected at 12% over the advance nominal GDP estimates of Rs. 1,88,40,731 crore 

for 2018-19,” Ms. Sitharaman said during her reply. “The advance estimates of 2018-

19 were released on Jan. 7, 2019.”

“The growth rate of nominal GDP for 2019-20 in the Economic Survey has been 

projected at 11% over the provisional nominal GDP estimates of Rs. 1,90,10,164 

crore of 2018-19,” the Finance Minister added. “The Provisional Estimates of 2018-

19 were released on May 31, 2019.

“Both the projections are consistent with each other as each of them project the 

nominal GDP of Rs. 2,11,00,607 crore for 2019-20,” she said, adding that the 

government holds the Economic Survey, which is produced by the Chief Economic 

Advisor, at a “respectful arm’s distance.”

Her explanation for the lower GDP base being used in the Budget was that this was 

the same number used in the Interim Budget presented in February.
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“A lower GDP base of 2018-19 has been used in the Budget document as the 

same GDP base was used in the interim Budget presented in February 2019,” Ms. 

Sitharaman said. “Using the same GDP base ensures comparability from Budget to 

Budget, interim Budget to regular Budget, and this Budget to last year’s Budget.” 

She said that using the same base ensures comparability of the deficit ratios used in 

the July Budget and the interim Budget.

RBI panel moots change in timings for foreign exchange 

market
Mixed views on extension of timings, says draft report

An internal committee of the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), which was set up to review 

timings of different financial markets, suggested that the foreign exchange market 

could function from 9 am to 9 pm At present, the currency market works from 9 am 

to 5 pm.

“Calibrated extension of market hours, and to begin with, revised market timings of 9 

am — 9 pm, may be considered to gauge demand and potential benefits,” the draft 

report of the committee said.

The report noted that there are mixed views on the benefits of extension of market 

timing.

Higher costs

“While the extension of market timings is expected to provide benefits such as better 

pricing of post market hours information/data, improved onshore price discovery and 

a possible shift of offshore volumes to onshore, there is a view that it may entail 

higher costs to stakeholders,” it said.

Since the central bank is in the process of reviewing and rationalising foreign exchange 

regulations to provide flexibility regarding products, participation and positions, both 

for residents and non-residents, extension of market hours would complement these 

policy measures, the draft said.

The panel suggested call money market timings could be extended till 6 pm instead 
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of the 5 pm now, to facilitate liquidity management by banks.

India to see more tech investments

Jennifer Felch  

Have transformed virtually every corner of IT function: Dell

Dell Technologies, based in Texas, says it has dramatically transformed its 

businesses, since going private in 2013, and has risen to a lead player in both 

traditional and emerging technologies.

It may be recalled that Michael Dell took his company private in 2013, through a 

$24-billion buyout with Silver Lake, before it was brought back on the stock market 

five years later in 2018.

Jennifer Felch, CIO, Dell Digital, told The Hindu that: “We invested $12.8 billion 

in R&D in the past three years. We have transformed virtually every corner of IT 

function this year by staying focussed, executing and delivering business value and 

quality at a higher velocity.” This has made Dell a key enabler of transformative 

IT trends, including multi-cloud management, edge computing, Internet of Things, 

digitisation and Artificial Intelligence, she said. The EMC and VMware acquisitions 

too have helped Dell to become sturdy in technology infrastructure. “Today, we are 

number one in everything, all in one place, be it servers, storage, PC or infrastructure 

software,” added Ms. Felch, who is also senior vice-president Global Corporate & 

Supply Chain, Strategy & Business Operations Dell Technologies.

On the market outlook for India, she said the country would witness significant 

amount of investments in the areas of cybersecurity, Internet of Things, multi-cloud 

environment and AI in the next one to three years. As per a recent Dell Technologies 

Digital Transformation Index, India is the most digitally mature country in the 

world.

Some 91% of business leaders here believe that digital transformation should be 

more widespread, compared to 78% globally.
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WPI inflation eases to 2% in June
Wholesale price-based inflation declined for the second consecutive month to its 

23-month low of 2.02% in June, helped by decline in prices of vegetables as well as 

fuel and power items, according to official data released .

The Wholesale Price Index (WPI)-based inflation was at 2.45% in May. It was 

5.68% in June 2018. Inflation in the food articles basket eased marginally to 6.98% 

in June, from 6.99% in May. Vegetable inflation softened to 24.76% in June, down 

from 33.15% in the previous month. Inflation in potatoes was (-)24.27%, against (-

)23.36% in May.

However, onion prices continued the rising trend with inflation at 16.63% in June, 

as against 15.89% in May. WPI inflation in June is the lowest in 23 months, since 

July 2017, when it was at 1.88%. Inflation in ‘fuel and power’ cooled substantially to 

(-)2.2%, from 0.98% last month. Manufactured items too saw decline in prices with 

inflation at 0.94% in June, against 1.28% in May.

RBI reserves: panel for transfer in tranches

The panel was also tasked with suggesting an adequate level of risk provisioning 

that RBI should maintain.Kamal Narang  

Jalan committee report expected within the next fortnight; consensus on decision 

unlikely

The Bimal Jalan Committee on treatment of Reserve Bank of India’s reserves is likely 

to recommend a transfer of a specified quantum of RBI reserves to the government 

over two or three tranches over the next few years, an official in the Finance Ministry 

said. The committee will submit its report in 10-15 days, the official said, following 

the final meeting of the committee .

However, there is not likely to be consensus in the committee over this decision, he 

added.
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The government and the RBI have been at loggerheads over the issue of how much 

of the central bank’s reserves can be transferred to the Centre.

The government view has been that the RBI’s reserves constitute 27% of its total 

assets, a much higher proportion than the global norm of 14%.

As a means to reach a resolution on the issue, the central bank, in December, 

constituted a committee under former RBI Governor Bimal Jalan.

Statutory mandate

The committee was to keep in mind the statutory mandate under the RBI Act that 

the profits of the RBI be transferred to the government after it made provisions 

‘which are usually provided by the bankers’.

Against this background, the committee was tasked with reviewing the status, need, 

and justification of the various provisions, reserves and buffers currently provided 

for by the RBI, and also review the global best practices followed by central banks 

in making provisions for the risks that central bank balance sheets are subject to.

The committee was also tasked with suggesting an “adequate level” of risk 

provisioning that the RBI should maintain, and determining whether the RBI’s current 

reserves were surplus of this or lower. If they are surplus, then the committee also 

had to come up with a suitable profits distribution policy.

Fiscal deficit target

The treatment of the RBI’s reserves is a matter of great importance at a time when 

the central government has committed to a fiscal deficit target of 3.3% in financial 

year 2019-20, and a further tightening to 3% the next year.

With tax revenues falling short of expectations, any off-Budget receipts from the RBI 

will be welcomed by the Centre.

Cabinet okays amendments to bankruptcy code
Stress on time-bound resolution, financial creditors’ voting

The Union Cabinet  approved amendments to the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code, 

placing a greater emphasis on more time-bound resolution and laying down voting 
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rules of the financial creditors.

“The Union Cabinet today approved the proposal to carry out seven amendments to 

the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code 2016 through the Insolvency and Bankruptcy 

Code (Amendment) Bill, 2019,” the government said in a release.

Among the amendments approved is the one that mandates a deadline for the 

completion of the resolution process within 330 days, including all litigation and 

judicial processes. “Votes of all financial creditors covered under Section 21(6A) shall 

be cast in accordance with the decision approved by the highest voting share [more 

than 50%] of financial creditors on present and voting basis,” the release added.

Minimum liquidation

Another amendment allows for creditors who voted against the majority to receive 

a minimum liquidation value. This decision would have retrospective effect in cases 

where the resolution plan has not yet been finalised or has been appealed against. 

The Amendment Bill also states that the resolution plan will be binding on all the 

stakeholders, including governments, to whom a debt is owed.

“Welcome amendments to the IBC, specifically the clarity around process timelines, 

and the clarity around the binding nature of the proposed resolution vis-a-vis the 

central, state and local governments,” Sanjeev Krishan, Partner & Leader – PE & 

Deals, PwC India said.

“Allowing all possible corporate actions as part of the proposed resolution plans can 

also help save time and effort for applicants.”

Nielsen cuts FMCG growth forecast to 9-10%

Tasty growth:Nielsen expects food categories to grow at a higher rate at 10-11%.

Arunangsu Roy Chowdhury  

Softening demand across food, non-food categories; impact more in rural areas

Market research firm Nielsen has lowered its growth forecast for the fast-moving 

consumer goods (FMCG) sector to about 9-10% in 2019, from the earlier expectation of 
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11-12%, on the back of softening demand across all food and non-food categories.

In a report released , Nielsen also noted that the impact of slowdown was seen 

more in rural areas than urban.

Rural India

Rural India accounts for nearly 37% of overall FMCG spends, and has been growing 

around 3-5 percentage points faster than urban on account of increasing affordability, 

availability and demand.

“However, rural growth is slowing down at double the rate of urban in recent quarters,” 

the report said.

The FMCG growth for H1 2019 (January-June) stands at 12% as against a prediction 

of 13-14%, the report said, adding that, “Based on an analysis of key factors, a 

revised forecast for the year-end of 2019 put all India FMCG growth to be in the 

9%-10% range.” Within this, the research firm expects food categories to grow at a 

higher rate at 10-11%, whereas personal care and home care are expected to grow 

in the 7-8% respectively.

2018 growth as expected

In 2018, the sector saw a growth of 13.6%, in line with an expectation of 13-14% 

growth. According to the report, in Q2 2019 (April-June ), FMCG value growth 

dropped to 10% “inching towards a slowdown.”
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“At the beginning of the year, we saw softening driven by essential and impulse 

food categories, however, this quarter has witnessed a slowdown across all food 

as well as non-food categories with salty snacks, biscuits, spices, toilet soaps, and 

packaged tea leading the slowdown,” it said.

The report noted that Haryana, Madhya Pradesh, Uttar Pradesh, Maharashtra and 

Assam were leading the slowdown.

SEBI opposes Centre’s proposal to transfer surplus money to 

CFI

Regulator says the plan will undermine its autonomy

The government’s proposal to transfer surplus money with the Securities and 

Exchange Board of India (SEBI) to the Consolidated Fund of India (CFI) has met 

with a strong opposition from the regulatory body.

The capital markets regulator feels that the proposal would result in compromising 

its “autonomy and its ability to function effectively” towards the progress and 

development of the Indian securities market.

The government has proposed an amendment to the SEBI Act, which states that the 

SEBI would constitute a reserve fund and 25% of the annual surplus of the general 

fund would be put in the reserve fund. Further, the size of such reserve fund cannot 

exceed the total of annual expenditure of the preceding two financial years.

More importantly, the surplus of the general fund, after factoring in all the SEBI 

expenses and the transfer to the reserve fund, needs to be transferred to the CFI as 

per amendments proposed in the Finance Bill, 2019.

Staff missive to Centre

In a communication to the government, the employees’ association of the SEBI had 

said that the proposal was “regressive” especially since the SEBI did not have any 

mandate to raise revenue for the government.

SEBI Chairman Ajay Tyagi had also taken up the matter with the Ministry, while 
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highlighting the employees’ concerns. “These proposed amendments are regressive 

in nature as they are against the spirit of the SEBI Act... Autonomy of a regulatory 

institution like SEBI is critical... The proposal would result in compromising SEBI’s 

autonomy and its ability to function effectively towards its stated objectives, and 

thus, hamper the progress of Indian securities markets,” stated the letter.

Incidentally, all the penalties levied by the SEBI already go to the CFI. Similarly, 

settlement amounts are also credited to the CFI.

The general fund of the SEBI, which currently has a balance of over Rs. 3,000 

crore, is used to meet the expenses of the regulatory body, including salaries and 

allowances. The fund gets money via charges that the SEBI levies on market 

participants in the form of registration or processing fees.

India may have to revise downwards ‘potential’ growth rate 

from 7-8%: ex-CEA

‘Today’s 4.5% is impressive as size of the economy now is five times of 1980 

levels’

India may have to revise downwards what is considered its “potential” rate of growth 

from 7-8% to bring expectations more in line with reality, former Chief Economic 

Adviser (CEA) Arvind Subramanian has argued in a paper.

This paper comes as a follow-up to the one Mr. Subramanian published last month, 

in which he had argued that India’s GDP growth in the 2011-17 period had been 

overestimated by 2.5 percentage points and that the actual growth rate was about 

4.5%.

The original paper drew a lot of criticism over its methodology and assertions. The 

follow-up paper is an attempt to address those criticisms. The first question raised, 

Mr. Subramanian said, was how India can, right now, grow at the same rate as it 

did in the pre-1980 Hindu rate of growth period, when the economic condition was 

clearly much worse.
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“To begin with, today’s 4.5% translates into a per capita growth rate of about 3%,” 

he said. “In the pre-1980s era, the GDP growth rate was about 3-3.5% and the 

population growth rate was 2%, yielding a per capita growth rate of 1-1.5%. So, 

today’s 4.5% represents more than a doubling of the old “Hindu” per capita growth 

rate.”

Further, he said, the 4.5% growth rate was all the more impressive because the size 

of the economy now is five times of what it was in the 1980s. “Most impressively, 

a 4.5% growth rate is a notable achievement in the current, post-Global Financial 

Crisis world,” he added.

“In fact, if we take all the large major economies of the world, say those with GDP 

greater than $1 trillion [there are 13 of them], India, at 4.5% real GDP growth, would 

be the second-fastest growing economy in the 2012-2016 period, just as it was in the 

10 years preceding.” The second issue he sought to address was that the cognitive 

benchmark during India’s boom years was 8% growth and that this benchmark has 

not changed over the years.

He argued that this benchmark of 8% failed to take into account a number of factors 

that took effect in the years following the boom years, such as the twin balance sheet 

(TBS) problem, the export collapse, rising oil prices, loss of macroeconomic stability 

under UPA-II, drought in 2014-15, and finally, demonetisation.

Will hotels lose pricing power amid the gloom in the economy?
Foreign tourist arrivals grew by a mere 1.8% during January-May, according to data 

from the Ministry of Tourism

Weak foreign tourist arrivals and a fall in domestic travel will take their toll on the 

hotel industry’s Q1FY20 performance

Looks like the global gloom and liquidity crunch are spreading to the hotel sector too. 

A critical indicator -- foreign tourist arrivals (FTA) -- has been falling, and domestic 

travel, both by way of leisure and business, declining since the beginning of 2019.

Data from the Ministry of Tourism shows FTA (cumulative) from January to May grew 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     JULY 2019
 VOL.59

    
Economy

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

a mere 1.8%. This may tell on occupancy rates in the months to come.

After a prolonged slowdown for eight years, occupancy rates in the industry moved 

up by three percentage points to 69% in FY2019 from the year-ago period, according 

to data shared by ICRA Ltd. The rating agency added that average room rates 

expanded 3-4% last fiscal, with the majority of it coming through in the second 

half of the year. This was the result of demand growth outpacing supply when the 

prolonged slowdown forced hotels to cut back supply.

But it looks like the party was to be short lived. Weak FTAs and lower domestic 

travel will take their toll on Q1FY20 performance. Revenue growth may measure up 

as higher room tariffs are expected to offset any fall in occupancy rates.

However, if the global economic weakness translates into a dull second half, it may 

drag revenue and profitability. Further, some hotel chains have been scaling up 

capacity after the optimism seen in FY18 and FY19. If demand fails to keep pace 

with supply, hotels may lose pricing power.

No wonder, hotel stocks have been highly volatile in recent trading sessions. Shares 

of leading luxury groups such as Indian Hotels Company Ltd (Taj group) and EIH Ltd 

(Oberoi group) have fallen 8-9% from end-June levels.

Taking baby steps towards investing hard-earned money
When you get your first salary, it’s time to apply your mind towards choosing the 

right savings option for a better life

You’ve bagged a plum offer and salary credits from your employer have just begun 

to fatten up your bank balance. What should your first steps be, in the world of 

investing? Here’s a game-plan:

Save before you spend

Getting your hands on your own money is a thrilling experience. Here, finally, is 

your chance to splurge on all those cool gadgets, clothes and vacations that you’ve 

always coveted. But once you let the shopaholic in you break free, you may find that 
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there’s very little left at the month-end to invest.

That’s why it is important to commit to fixed savings from your income at the 

beginning of every month, before you begin spending. Start with saving 10% or 

15% of your monthly pay, ramping it up to 20% or 25% as your pay increases.

If your employer offers an Employee’s Provident Fund account, there will be an 

automatic deduction out of your pay every month towards your retirement, which 

also counts towards your tax breaks under Section 80C.

But equity investments are a must at this age to create long-term wealth. Therefore, 

you must supplement this by starting a Systematic Investment Plan (SIP) in a 

multicap fund or tax saving fund (ELSS) depending on the room for 80C savings. 

If you don’t know how to choose a fund, opt for equal SIPs in a Nifty50 and Nifty 

Next50 index fund.

If your employer doesn’t offer EPF, open a Public Provident Fund account with a 

bank and invest Rs. 1.5 lakh a year towards 80C. Supplement this with equity fund 

SIPs. Ensure that your SIP dates fall in the first week of the month. Always spread 

your investments over 3-4 options to diversify risk.

Pay off debt

There’s no point in investing or saving diligently if EMIs are systematically draining 

your bank balance. If you’ve started your working life with loans of any kind 

(education, vehicle or credit card), use your savings and bonuses in the initial years 

to pay them off.

If you’ve got loan repayments looming, use safe and liquid avenues such as recurring 

deposits or SIPs in liquid/short-term debt funds to invest, where there’s no risk of 

capital loss. Plough your bonuses into the same kitty. Once EMIs are off your head, 

you can invest the money freed up in PPF or mutual fund SIPs.

Wrong kind of insurance

Protecting what you have, takes priority over investing for the future and that’s 

where insurance products come in. But buying the wrong kind of insurance can 
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decimate instead of protecting your wealth.

Many folks of the earlier generation signed up for 10- or 15-year endowment plans 

from insurers as soon as they got their first pay cheque.

This is imprudent, as such plans yield measly returns after locking you into rigid 

monthly pay-outs for much of your working life. As a newbie investor, it is best to 

separate your insurance from your investments.

Before signing up for insurance cover, evaluate your life goals. If you’re a family 

person, a generous, pure-term policy that covers 20 years’ living expenses is critical 

to take care of your dependents in case of your death.

If you are footloose and single, there’s no point in buying a life cover. Instead, sign 

up for critical illness, personal accident or health insurance plans that will help you 

tide over acts of God or personal misfortunes during your working life.

Defer property purchase

Indians starting out on their first job are often urged to buy a home quickly so that they 

have ‘compulsory’ savings. But there’s a very big difference between compulsory 

savings that build your own wealth and those that go to fatten up a bank’s balance 

sheet.

Buying property at a very early stage in your career can be damaging to your finances 

on three counts. One, the burden of a monthly EMI robs you of the ability to spend 

freely on your other lifestyle needs. Two, owning a home in a specific city will hamper 

your mobility in seeking out better career opportunities elsewhere. Rental incomes in 

India amount to a small fraction of home loan EMIs.

Paying an EMI on a property you aren’t going to live in and incurring rent in another 

city is doubly debilitating. A home bought in your twenties may also be in a state of 

disrepair by the time you are ready to retire.

Three, EMIs rob you of savings potential during the best years of your working life, 

reducing your ability to create wealth outside of that one piece of property. A Rs. 

50 lakh home loan today (8.6% interest) locks you into an EMI of Rs. 49,400 for 15 

years. By the time you’re done with it, you would have paid the bank an interest of 
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Rs. 39 lakh on the top of the principal amount of Rs. 50 lakh!

Set goals

Scrimping and saving towards some unknown objective can be quite painful when 

you’re young and looking to enjoy life to the brim. Listing out the goals towards which 

you are investing and checking on your portfolio periodically, to see how you’ve 

progressed, can help make up for the pain.

The goals you list out can range from buying a MacBook Air next year, to a European 

sojourn in three years’ time, to retiring early. Setting out specific goals with time-

frames also helps you decide on appropriate investment vehicles. For goals up to 

four years, you must stick to safe vehicles such as RDs or debt fund SIPs.

For 5-to 7-year goals, PPF/SIPs in hybrid mutual funds can work. Equity funds should 

be considered only for goals that are over 7 years away, to give your portfolio time 

to recoup from market ups and downs. Your goals need not be cast in stone and can 

always be rejigged as you go along.

India will achieve 8% plus growth from FY 2020-2021 onwards: 

NITI Aayog Vice-Chairman

Rajiv Kumar, Vice-Chairman of NITI Aayog.   | Photo Credit: Reuters

NITI Aayog Vice-Chairman Rajiv Kumar says, “We have the potential to grow at 

double digit growth rates.”

India will achieve a GDP growth of 8% plus from fiscal year 2020-2021 onwards as 

the structural reform measures like the GST are set to yield the intended benefits, 

NITI Aayog Vice-Chairman Rajiv Kumar has said.

The eminent economist was in the city for the High-Level Political Forum Ministerial 

Meeting on Sustainable Development Goals at the United Nations Headquarters. 

During the visit, he delivered the keynote address at the ‘India Investment Seminar’ 

held at the Consulate General of India, New York.

Mr. Kumar stressed that in the next five years, the Modi government is focussed on 
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accelerating growth from the current about 7% to more than 8% that will propel the 

country to easily achieving the target of becoming a 5 trillion-dollar economy.

“I personally think that in the fiscal year 2020-2021 onwards, we will achieve higher 

than 8% growth, [continuing] then for the next many years. It is just a fact of [growth] 

taking off,” Mr. Kumar told PTI in an exclusive interview.

“The foundation has been laid and the transformation has begun with the passing 

of structural reforms like the Goods and Services Tax, Insolvency and Bankruptcy 

Code. These have taken their time to settle down and now they’ll produce the 

benefits,” Mr. Kumar said.

“We have the potential to grow at double digit growth rates,” he said.

Job creation

On the issue of job creation, Mr. Kumar emphasised that a very large number of 

jobs have been generated in the country in the last five years.

“If it was always a jobless growth, then that would have shown up in social strife 

and social tensions and surely would have meant that this government would 

not have been re-elected,” he said, adding that the re-election of Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi-led government shows that there is a level of satisfaction with the 

government’s performance.

He, however, acknowledged that the nature and quality of jobs is not meeting the 

aspirations of the country’s young people and they want better quality jobs that will 

engage them fully.

“That has to be ensured by us improving the investment climate for domestic 

investors as well as foreign direct investors.”

Ease of doing business

Mr. Kumar highlighted that the Union Budget, presented earlier this month, has 

taken big steps forward for facilitating and further improving ease of doing business 

by liberalising the inflows of the FDI.

“This budget is a paradigm shift in saying that we will achieve accelerated growth 
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and job generation but with the primacy of private investment. That is what our 

focus is — that will then generate the jobs.”

Underscoring the potential in the agriculture sector, which has 43% of the workforce, 

Mr. Kumar said investment in the agro-processing sectors and improvement in 

agricultural yields will help exponentially in job creation.

“Our agriculture, when it is transformed and it begins to have much higher volume 

of agro-processing, growth rates can easily rise from the current 2% to 4%,” he said 

adding that similarly there is a lot of potential in other sectors such as manufacturing 

and services.

“There is a lot of potential, there were constrains which are now being removed,” he 

said, citing the example of Labour Codes introduced in Parliament that will simplify 

the whole labour compliance situation.

Investment climate

He said at the NITI Aayog, the most important focus is on improving private 

investment by improving the investment climate, accelerating growth, generating 

jobs, creating policies for that and at the same time ensuring through social 

programmes that benefits reach the bottom of the pyramid and to the last person 

standing in the queue.

“The reforms have been done, the network for taking the benefits of growth to the 

bottom of the pyramid, to the last of the queue has also been laid. The delivery 

mechanism has been hugely improved,” he said.

Mr. Kumar said that inclusionary aspects of social programmes such as Ayushman 

Bharat, JAM trinity of Jan Dhan bank account, Aadhaar unique identity number and 

mobile phone, have been put in place.

“When growth accelerates, you will see the benefits at the bottom of the pyramid.”

Mr. Kumar pointed out that efforts are also being made to promote private investment 

in the mine, mineral and coal sectors because otherwise the country’s import 

dependence is increasing both for oil and gas as well as for coal even though there 

are huge reserves in the country.
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Inclusive growth

He noted that the SDG principle of “Leaving No One Behind” finds resonance with 

the Government of India’s motto of “Sabka Saath Sabka Vikas [Collective Efforts 

Inclusive Growth]”, which guides all development initiatives.

“It is a proud moment to say that India has not only mainstreamed the SDGs 

[Sustainable Development Goals] and Agenda 2030 but is on the way to achieving 

some of the targets ahead of time,” he said.

Mr. Kumar acknowledged that while a lot has been achieved through programmes 

such as Swachh Bharat Mission and Ayushman Bharat, challenges remain in a 

country of 1.3 billion people — from a water crisis, shortage of energy in parts of the 

country, pollution and need to increase female participant rates.

“In the last five years, we have laid the foundation for the benefits of growth to reach 

the bottom of the pyramid. In the next five years we are focussed on accelerating 

growth,” he noted.

Indian banks pursue Vijay Mallya in U.K. High Court for assets 

disclosure

Vijay Mallya. File   | Photo Credit: AP

The consortium of PSU banks led by the State Bank of India have been pursuing 

the former Kingfisher Airlines boss, in its attempt to recover some of the funds owed 

to them under a £1.145 billion worldwide freezing order.

Two superyachts, a game reserve, numerous undeclared high-value and vintage 

cars, valuable paintings and a piano previously owned by Elton John are among 

the assets in contention as part of the latest legal claim by Indian banks against 

embattled liquor tycoon Vijay Mallya in the U.K. High Court .

The consortium of PSU banks led by the State Bank of India (SBI) have been 

pursuing the 63-year-old former Kingfisher Airlines boss, in its attempt to recover 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     JULY 2019
 VOL.59

    
Economy

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

some of the funds owed to them under a £1.145 billion worldwide freezing order.

During the hearing , they sought the disclosure of crucial documentation that 

would establish the true ownership structure of the VMDS Trust, named after Mr. 

Mallya’s father Vittal Mallya (VM), in which Vijay Mallya claims he has no “beneficial 

interest”.

“We, that is the courts in India and here [U.K.], are not being told the full story,” 

Barrister Nigel Tozzi told Justice Robin Knowles on behalf of the Indian banks.

He informed the Court that TLT LLP, the law firm acting for the Indian banks, had 

asked continuing questions regarding who controls the VMDS Trust after it emerged 

that most of the assets in contention are held by the Trust, which is associated with 

Mr. Mallya’s family members.

“All roads lead to VMDS. But, the attempts to get fundamental information is 

quite clearly being obstructed, which supports the assertion that Dr. Mallya has a 

beneficial interest (in the Trust),” said Mr. Tozzi, as he laid out the banks’ side of the 

arguments.

He told the Court that the “contradictory answers” received by the banks in their 

queries to the true ownership of assets, indicates that Mr. Mallya was trying to 

distance himself from an image of his own creation from the world of being a 

“fabulously wealthy individual.”

The TLT LLP have applied for a series of orders in the wake of the worldwide freezing 

order, dating back to May last year, to track down and prevent the dissipation of 

assets by Mr. Mallya.

In the latest application this week, they are seeking full disclosure of the complex 

ownership structure of many of the assets they believe ultimately belong to Mr. 

Mallya.

Among the assets in question include the Force India and Indian Empress superyacht 

— which was fitted with an Elton John piano in 2015, after being reportedly acquired 

by Mr. Mallya at a charity auction.
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A fleet of high-value cars acquired from the sale of a 1956 Porsche Spyder for £4.1 

million, by a consultancy named TBL, some artwork from Mr. Mallya’s Ladywalk 

property in the English village of Tewin in Hertfordshire and a game reserve in 

South Africa and properties in London and Hertfordshire, near London, were also 

referenced during the latest hearing.

According to Mr. Mallya, all of these are owned by either members of his family or 

by the VMDS Trust, which he dissociates himself from — a fact which is contested 

by the banks.

To establish their case, the banks’ counsel referenced a series of declarations made 

by Mr. Mallya before the Supreme Court in India as well as information available in 

the public domain.

Qatar National Bank and Barclays Bank, linked with the mortgages associated 

with the superyachts, and Bonhams and RM Auctions Ltd., linked with some of the 

other assets in contention, have expressed their willingness to share information to 

comply with any court order to be made in the case this week. However, they are 

seeking their legal costs in the matter as interested parties.

Meanwhile, Force India Limited and Indian Empress Limited — which claim 

ownership rights over the Force India and Indian Empress superyachts respectively 

— are challenging the disclosure of certain documents.

Justice Knowles, presiding over the hearing in the Commercial Court division of the 

High Court, has indicated that he intends to hand down his judgment in the latest 

application filed by the banks, at the end of the hearing.

Meanwhile, a related U.K. High Court order, dated July 18, by Justice David 

Waksman dealt with Mr. Mallya’s stay application on further enforcement orders in 

the U.K. until his bankruptcy petition is heard by the Court at the end of the year.

Mr. Mallya remains on bail pending his High Court appeal, now scheduled for 

February 2020, in separate extradition proceedings brought by India in relation to 

alleged fraud and money laundering charges amounting to ₹9,000 crores.
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GST Council may reduce tax on EVs
Members likely to discuss easing of solar sector levies and rates for lotteries at 

Saturday’s meet

The Goods and Services Tax (GST) Council, at its 36th meeting , is likely to reduce 

the tax rate on electric vehicles, ease tax issues for the solar sector and deliberate 

on the tax rate on lotteries.

The meeting, which will take place over video conference, is unlikely to take up 

any other issue since the members prefer to discuss them in person, officials in the 

Council said.

“The government seems committed to its vision of popularising electric vehicles in 

a big way and is likely to reduce the GST rate on EVs,” said Archit Gupta, founder 

and CEO ClearTax. “This seems like a comprehensive approach with tweaking of 

both direct and indirect taxes.”

On the direct tax side, the government had, in the Budget, announced an additional 

income tax deduction of up to Rs. 1.5 lakh on the interest paid on loans taken to 

purchase electric vehicles.

In its last meeting, the Council had asked the Fitment Committee to look into the 

matter of reducing the GST rate on electric vehicles from 12% to 5%.

EV ecosystem

“The rest of the ecosystem required for functioning of EVs such as charging 

stations and availability of electricity should also be considered,” Mr. Gupta added. 

“Reduction of GST on batteries may also be on the cards.”

The Council is also expected to discuss the tax incidence for the solar sector.

At the moment, according to a notification issued earlier this year, 70% of the cost 

of a solar plant is considered as goods and is taxed at 5%.

The remaining 30% is considered as services and is taxed at 18%. Solar 

manufacturers have approached the Council saying that the break up of goods and 

services is more along the lines of a 90-10 split rather than 70-30.
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As such, they have requested that the Council amend the notification to incorporate 

this. This is likely to come up for discussion .

“It is necessary to appropriate the right proportion of goods and services to solar 

projects as the present allocation makes such projects incur more tax costs, which 

again cannot be passed on as input tax credits,” said M.S. Mani, partner at Deloitte 

India.

Merger of lottery rates

The third issue the GST Council is expected to discuss is the tax rate on lotteries. 

Currently, State-run lotteries are taxed at 18% while State-authorised lotteries are 

taxed at 28%.

Lottery owners have requested the Council to merge the two rates, and also consider 

bringing that rate down to 12%.

The Council had, in its last meeting, said it would approach the Attorney General of 

India for his view on the matter. Those inputs have reportedly been received by the 

Council and will be discussed .

India rises in global innovation ranking

Jumps five places to rank 52 in the Global Innovation Index 2019

India has jumped five places to rank 52 in the Global Innovation Index 2019, up 

from the 57 it had in last year’s rankings.

India’s rise in the rankings has been a consistent trend over the last few years. It 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     JULY 2019
 VOL.59

    
Economy

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

had ranked 81 in 2015, which rose to 66 in 2016, 60 in 2017 and 57 in 2018.

“The performance improvement of India is particularly noteworthy,” the report, 

brought out by the UN World Intellectual Property Organisation, INSEAD and CII, 

said.

Most innovative

“India continues to be the most innovative economy in central and southern Asia 

— a distinction held since 2011 — improving its global rank to 52 in 2019.

“India is consistently among the top in the world in innovation drivers such as ICT 

services exports, graduates in science and engineering, the quality of universities, 

gross capital formation — a measure of economy-wide investments — and creative 

goods exports,” the report added.

The report also highlighted that India stands out in the world’s top science and 

technology clusters, with Bengaluru, Mumbai, and New Delhi featuring among the 

top 100 global clusters.

“Given its size — and if progress is upheld — India will make a true impact on 

global innovation in the years to come,” the report said. Commerce Minister Piyush 

Goyal, who released the report, said that India’s hope of increasing the size of the 

economy to $5 trillion cannot happen without significant innovation.

“Invention comes naturally to India,” Mr. Goyal said.

“Aryabhata invented the zero, which probably is the mother of all inventions involving 

science and mathematics and astronomy.

“We are happy that India has made significant progress to the 52nd rank in the 

Global Innovation Index 2019. We are happy that our culture of innovation is coming 

to the centre stage,” he added.

Mr. Goyal also said that India must be a responsive country and work in mission 

mode by engaging with academia, the private sector and government agencies to 

improve the quality of citizens’ lives even in the remotest parts of the country.

Companies Bill introduced in LS amid opposition hue and cry
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Nirmala Sitharaman  

Parties say that the law is being enacted in a hurry

Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman  introduced a Bill to replace the 

Companies (Amendment) Ordinance, 2019 in the Lok Sabha, a move strongly 

opposed by the Opposition, which claimed that the government had been trying to 

enact the law in haste.

There was no mention of the Bill in the list of business for the day, a point that 

was repeatedly made by Trinamool Congress member Saugata Roy and Congress 

leader in the House Adhir Chowdhary. Both urged Speaker Om Birla to reintroduce 

the bill .

“You are the supreme authority. You should not allow this to happen,” Mr. Roy told 

Mr. Birla.

Ms Sitharaman said the Bill had been a necessity as the government had promulgated 

an ordinance on the subject twice - in November 2018 and February 2019.

“A Bill to replace the first ordinance was passed in the Lok Sabha in January 2019 

but could not get through in the Rajya Sabha. Hence the second ordinance was 

promulgated in February. This Bill has been brought to replace the second ordinance. 

We are not bringing the Bill in haste,” she said. The government was following the 

best practice by adopting the legislative route to enact the law, she added.

Mr. Chowdhury said the government on several occasions had brought Bills to the 

House without prior notice. “If such trends continue, the dignity of the House will be 

hurt,” he said. Mr. Birla said he had given a ruling that at least two days prior notice 

should be given to the MPs before the introduction of any bill from the next session 

and allowed Ms. Sitharaman to introduce the Bill.

PMO asks FinMin to study overseas bond issue
The Prime Minister’s Office (PMO) has asked the Finance Ministry to conduct a 
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detailed study on the issuance of overseas sovereign bonds in the light of concerns 

raised by several experts, sources said.

The PMO has asked the Finance Ministry to examine the concerns raised by 

formers RBI governors and deputy governors on the issuance of such bonds and 

its implications.

After the detailed consultation, a considered view will be taken, the sources added.

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, in Budget 2019-20, announced that the 

government would start raising a part of its gross borrowing programme from 

external markets in foreign currencies. She added that India’s sovereign external 

debt-to-GDP level is among the lowest globally at less than 5%.

The idea, however, has been criticised by many, including economists and allies of 

the ruling BJP alike, as they argued that it could create long-term economic risks by 

exposing the government’s liabilities to currency fluctuations.

Rathin Roy, a member of the Prime Minister’s Economic Advisory Council, has 

called for a discussion on sovereign bonds instead of an ‘imperial announcement’ 

of the borrowing programme.

“I have grave concerns about this proposal on grounds of economic sovereignty, 

and about the macroeconomic consequences... the government should instead 

look at relaxing the rupee bond limits for foreign portfolio investors,” he said. Even 

Swadeshi Jagran Manch, the economic wing of the RSS, has opposed the idea of 

issuance of these sovereign bonds.

Companies Bill tightens CSR compliance
This will ensure better governance and is company-friendly: Minister

The Lok Sabha  passed the Companies (Amendment) Bill, 2019 which seeks 

to amend the Companies Act, 2013 and is aimed at tightening Corporate Social 

Responsibility (CSR) compliance, transferring certain responsibilities to the National 

Company Law Tribunal and re-categorising certain offences as civil offences. It 

replaced an ordinance promulgated earlier.
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Union Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman told the House that the Bill would ensure 

further ease of doing business for companies.

“The government has so far de-registered four lakh shell companies. Also, companies 

not spending the mandatory 2% profit on CSR activities for a total period of four 

years will be required to deposit the amount in a special account,’’ she said.

Industry cautious on RCEP deal

Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal meets representatives from various sectors

Ahead of the 15-member Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership (RCEP) 

Free Trade Agreement ministerial talks in Beijing on August 2 and 3, Union Commerce 

and Industries Minister Piyush Goyal met with representatives from various Export 

Promotion Councils in the engineering, auto, chemical, pharmaceutical, dairy, 

copper, textiles and gems sectors among others in separate meetings in Mumbai 

and Delhi.

However, far from building consensus on the issue, industry sources at the meetings 

said they remain worried about the “detrimental” consequences of the RCEP 

agreement.

“From our past experience we have seen that whenever India has rushed into 

an FTA negotiation, trade deficits have always widened after signing free-trade-

agreements. The industry is apprehensive that the RCEP negotiations are also 

being hurried into without caution which may be suicidal for India,” a member of the 

delegation explained.

Responding to the criticism of RCEP, Australian High Commissioner to India Harinder 

Sidhu said it was the industry’s responsibility to use the FTAs well. Australia is 

leading diplomats from various countries to convince India to commit to the deal by 

the end of the year.

“Indian negotiators like any good negotiators can get the best deal in their own 
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country’s interests. But the second part is that industry has to use the access that 

they gain from the agreement to extend their reach,” Ms. Sidhu said, adding that at 

the last round of RCEP trade negotiations in Melbourne, the Australian government 

was “reasonably optimistic that a conclusion on RCEP is achievable by the end of 

the year”.

Joining later

Managing industry concerns is one challenge for the Centre ahead of the RCEP 

summit in Bangkok in November, which Prime Minister Modi will attend.

The other challenge would be if RCEP countries decide to go ahead without 

countries like India, and leave the door open for India to join later, something Ms. 

Sidhu said would be a “deeply disappointing” outcome.

Since 2011, India and Australia have also been negotiating a bilateral Comprehensive 

Economic Cooperation Agreement (CECA), which reached an impasse in 2015 

after nine rounds of negotiation.

Homing in on a simple policy can save you from financial 

disaster
The safety of our home and its contents are paramount financially and 

psychologically.

A simple insurance policy can protect you from financial disaster if a fire or flood 

should damage or destroy your home, or a burglary put paid to your peace of 

mind.

Brand-named variously as Householders’ Comprehensive policy by the public sector 

general insurers or Home Secure, My Home cover and Griha Suvidha by various 

general insurers, it is usually a package policy that goes beyond insuring your home 

and its contents thus offering ease of coverage and better premium rates.

The main cover in such a policy is fire and allied perils insurance for your house 

and its contents. Only the owner of a property can buy fire insurance for it. So, if 

you are renting, you can cover your belongings in the house against fire, and if you 
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have rented out your house, it’s your responsibility to cover the structure in your own 

interest. A fire policy is deceptively simple. In reality, it covers much more than fire, 

including lightning, explosion/implosion, aircraft damage, riot, strike and malicious 

damage, impact damage, storm, cyclone, typhoon, tempest, hurricane, tornado, 

flood and inundation, subsidence among others. These are qualified by exceptions 

that are clearly spelt out.

Reasonable premium

For this comprehensive cover, your premium is highly reasonable, at just Rs. 2,000 

for covering a 1,500- square-foot house. In this example, I have assumed a cost of 

construction of Rs. 2,500 per square foot for a concrete structure.

The important thing is that your sum insured (SI) should be, not the value of the 

building as incurred by you, but the replacement value. This is to enable you to 

rebuild with the claim money. The cost of land, of course, will not figure as part of 

the SI.

Let us see some of the exceptions. The exceptions to the fire cover are damage 

or destruction caused to the property by spontaneous combustion or burning of 

property insured by order of any public authority.

Riot, strike and malicious damage loss will exclude that caused by burglary, 

housebreaking, theft and larceny (and this can be covered under a different section 

of the comprehensive policy).

Impact damage is covered only if it is by a vehicle or animal not belonging to or 

owned by the insured or any occupier or their employees, and by direct contact.

The cover against subsidence etc. will exclude coastal or river erosion, defective 

design, workmanship or use of defective materials, demolition, construction, 

structural alterations or repair of any property or ground works or excavations.

Cover for leakage from automatic sprinklers will exclude repairs to the buildings or 

of the sprinkler installation.

There is usually an excess on each claim under the policy, usually 1-2% of the SI.
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The comprehensive policy has several other covers, including burglary and theft, 

jewellery and precious items, pedal cycles, breakdown of domestic appliances, 

damage to plate glass, loss of baggage and personal accident insurance among 

others.
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Iran breaches limit on uranium stockpile

Iran has broken the limit set on its stockpile of low-enriched uranium by its 2015 

nuclear deal with world powers, international inspectors and Tehran said , marking its 

first major departure from the unravelling agreement a year after the U.S. unilaterally 

withdrew from the accord.

The announcement by Iran’s Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif and later 

confirmation by the UN nuclear watchdog put new pressure on European nations 

trying to save the deal amid President Donald Trump’s maximalist campaign 

targeting Tehran. Iran separately threatens to raise its uranium enrichment closer to 

weapons-grade levels on July 7 if Europe fails to offer it a new deal.

Speaking to journalists in Tehran, Mr. Zarif acknowledged that Iran had broken 

through the limit set by the accord.

“We had previously announced this and we have said it transparently what we are 

going to do,” he said. “We are going to act according to what we have announced 

and we consider it our right reserved in the nuclear deal.”

The International Atomic Energy Agency later said its Director-General had informed 

officials that it verified  that Iran had broken through the limit. Under the nuclear 

deal, Iran agreed to have less than 300 kg of uranium enriched to a maximum of 

3.67%. Previously, Iran enriched as high as 20%, a short technical step away from 

weapons-grade levels.

Neither Mr. Zarif nor the UN agency said how much uranium Iran now had on hand. 

Last week, an Iranian official in Vienna said Tehran was 2.8 kg away from the limit.

The “actions of the Europeans have not been enough so the Islamic Republic will 

move ahead with its plans as it has previously announced,” Mr. Zarif said.

Iran hints that it could enrich uranium to 5%
The nuclear deal caps it at 3.67%
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A top adviser to Iran’s Supreme Leader has hinted that Tehran could boost its 

uranium enrichment to 5% for “peaceful” aims, ahead of deadline it set for world 

powers to save a landmark 2015 nuclear deal.

Iran is acting on its May 8 threat to suspend parts of the agreement in response to 

U.S. President Donald Trump’s re-imposition of sanctions. The accord capped Iran’s 

enrichment maximum at 3.67%.

Uranium enrichment “will increase as much as needed for our peaceful activities,” 

Ali Akbar Velayati, international affairs adviser to Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali 

Khamenei, said . “For Bushehr nuclear reactor, we need 5% enrichment and it is a 

completely peaceful goal,” he added. Bushehr is Iran’s only nuclear power station 

and is currently running on imported fuel from Russia that is closely monitored by 

the UN’s International Atomic Energy Agency.

On May 8, Iran announced it would no longer respect the limits set on the size of its 

stockpiles of enriched uranium and heavy water, and threatened to abandon further 

commitments, including exceeding the agreed uranium enrichment maximum from 

July 7.

Iran warns U.K. of ‘consequences’

Hassan Rouhani  

President Rouhani terms seizure of tanker ‘a foolish act’

Iran’s President Hassan Rouhani warned Britain  of “consequences” over the 

detention of an Iranian oil tanker off the coast of Gibraltar.
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“I point out to the British that you initiated insecurity (on the seas) and you shall 

grasp the consequences of it later on,” Mr. Rouhani said in comments to the Cabinet 

broadcast by state TV.

Iran’s President called the seizure of the tanker “a foolish act.”

The 330-m Grace 1 tanker, capable of carrying two million barrels of oil, was halted  

by the police and customs in Gibraltar — a tiny British overseas territory on Spain’s 

southern tip — with the aid of a detachment of British Royal Marines.

Iran condemned the detention as an “illegal interception,” but Gibraltar officials 

said the cargo was believed to be destined for Syria, which is subject to European 

sanctions.

‘Somewhere else’

Iran denied this, saying that the destination “was somewhere else.”

“The port named in Syria does not even have the capacity for such a supertanker to 

dock,” Iran’s Deputy Foreign Minister Abbas Araghchi said .

5G, data localisation to dominate BRICS meeting
Digital economy and U.S. opposition to telecom major Huawei likely to be prominent 

issues

Calling for a united stand on issues surrounding 5G networks and data storage, 

diplomats from the five-nation grouping of Brazil, Russia, India, China and South 

Africa said the digital economy would dominate the meeting of BRICS Foreign 

Ministers in Brasilia .

Making a special mention of the U.S. opposition to Chinese telecom major Huawei, 

diplomats said the BRICS group of emerging economies would seek to “coordinate” 

positions on the contentious issue.

The BRICS countries may also search for common ground on data localisation, of 

particular interest to India, after the Reserve Bank passed guidelines ensuring that 

financial data pertaining to Indians is stored only in Indian servers.

On Huawei
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India is yet to clarify whether it will include Huawei in its trials of 5G equipment due 

to start in September. The issue had been raised on the sidelines of the Osaka G-20 

summit in June, but no decision has been announced.

“Regarding the [policy] of the United States of America with regard to certain Chinese 

companies, we deem it an inappropriate way of dealing with competition,” said 

Russian deputy Ambassador Roman Babushkin, indicating that Moscow believes 

the U.S. moves against Huawei are motivated by commercial considerations, not 

security risks, as claimed.

“We will be discussing 5G,” said Brazil’s deputy chief of mission in Delhi Brenna 

Herman, adding that countries “coordinate positions, but BRICS is not a mechanism 

against any particular country or grouping.”

India will be represented at the BRICS forum by Union Minister for Road Transport 

and Highways V.K. Singh.

Trump targets China in call for WTO to reform ‘developing’ 

country status
The WTO is one of many multi-lateral organizations that Trump has criticized, but 

his wider beef is with China, with whom the United States has engaged in trade talks 

that have so far not resulted in an agreement.

Google employees call for pledge not to work with ICE

Trump blames mass shootings on mentally ill, calls for more mental institutions

Trump ties US success to 2nd term: ‘You have to vote for me’

“The WTO is BROKEN when the world’s RICHEST countries claim to be developing 

countries to avoid WTO rules and get special treatment. NO more!!!” Trump wrote in 

a tweet . (AP Photo)

US President Donald Trump put pressure on the World Trade Organization  to 

change how it designates developing countries, singling out China for unfairly 

getting preferential treatment. Trump, in a memo, directed the United States Trade 
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Representative to stop treating such countries as developing countries for the 

purpose of WTO membership if “substantial progress” toward reform had not been 

made within 90 days.

The WTO is one of many multi-lateral organizations that Trump has criticized, but 

his wider beef is with China, with whom the United States has engaged in trade talks 

that have so far not resulted in an agreement.

“The WTO is BROKEN when the world’s RICHEST countries claim to be developing 

countries to avoid WTO rules and get special treatment. NO more!!!” Trump wrote in 

a tweet . The memo provides more detail on Trump’s frequent complaints that many 

large emerging market countries such as China have been taking unfair advantage 

of their status as developing economies under WTO rules, which allow them to 

maintain higher tariffs and other trade barriers aimed at boosting domestic growth.

The US has been working with Japan and the European Union to formulate and try 

to push forward WTO rule changes aimed largely at China, to rein in government 

subsidies and other non-market trade practices. But altering WTO rules has been 

notoriously difficult since the body’s creation in 1995, as all 164 member countries 

must agree on any changes. US Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer, who has 

long viewed WTO rules as unable to rein in China’s trade practices, said he looked 

forward to implementing it.

 “For far too long, wealthy countries have abused the WTO by exempting themselves 

from its rules through the use of special and differential treatment,” Lighthizer said 

in a statement. “This unfairness disadvantages Americans who play by the rules, 

undermines negotiations at the WTO, and creates an unlevel playing field.” In March, 

USTR said the United States would not allow itself to be held to a “straitjacket” of 

WTO obligations to which it never agreed.

If the Trump administration moves forward with steps outlined in the memo to stop 

treating certain countries as developing economies, it would likely be another move 

toward essentially ignoring some WTO rules.

The memo said nearly two-thirds of WTO member countries had been given access 
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to special treatment by designating themselves developing countries, especially 

China. “The United States has never accepted China’s claim to developing-country 

status, and virtually every current economic indicator belies China’s claim,” it said, 

noting China’s gross domestic product was the second largest in the world, behind 

only the United States.

“China and too many other countries have continued to style themselves as 

developing countries, allowing them to enjoy the benefits that come with that status 

and seek weaker commitments than those made by other WTO Members,” it said.

BRICS nations ask all states to prevent terror financing from 

their territories
The ministers deplored recent terrorist attacks, including in some BRICS countries. 

They condemned terrorism in all its forms and manifestations wherever and by 

whomsoever committed, the statement said.

Javadekar says will chalk out concrete plan to rid India of single-use plastic

G-20 Osaka summit: Modi, Trump hear each other out, set stage for more talks

BRICS: PM Narendra Modi meets Russian President Vladimir Putin

brics countries terror fight, brics, vk singh, south asia terrorism

The ministers of BRICS nations expressed their conviction that a comprehensive 

approach is necessary to ensure effective results against terrorism. (File/

Representational)

BRICS nations ask all states to prevent terror financing from their territories

Rio de Janeiro, Jul 27 (PTI) India along with other BRICS nations  called on all 

states to prevent the financing of terrorist networks and terrorist actions from their 

territories, as they condemned terrorism in all its forms and manifestations.

During the meeting of the BRICS (Brazil, Russia, India, China and South Africa) 

Ministers of Foreign Affairs/International Relations in Rio de Janeiro, the five nations 

called for concerted efforts to fight terrorism under UN auspices on a firm international 
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legal basis.

India was represented by Minister of State for Road Transport and Highways Gen 

(retd) V K Singh. The five nations recognised the primary role of states and their 

competent bodies in preventing and countering terrorism.

The ministers of these countries expressed their conviction that a comprehensive 

approach is necessary to ensure effective results against terrorism.

The comprehensive approach should include countering radicalisation, recruitment, 

travel of foreign terrorist fighters, blocking sources and channels of terrorist financing, 

dismantling terrorist bases and countering misuse of the Internet by terrorist entities 

through misuse of the Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs), a 

statement released after the meeting said.

The ministers deplored recent terrorist attacks, including in some BRICS countries. 

They condemned terrorism in all its forms and manifestations wherever and by 

whomsoever committed, the statement said.

They described terrorist acts as criminal and unjustifiable, which should not be 

associated with any religion, nationality, ethnic group or civilization.

Kashmir: Can’t jump the gun, Centre tells SC on ‘communication blackout’

PM flags population boom: Fertility rate falling, 7 key states over India average

A Karnataka survival story: Couple stayed on roof, tree for three days

They recalled the responsibility of all states to prevent the financing of terrorist 

networks and terrorist actions from their territories, the statement said. The statement 

did not mention the name of any country.

The ministers also called for an expedited adoption of the Comprehensive Convention 

on International Terrorism in the UN General Assembly.

They emphasised the importance of preventing and combating the financing of 

terrorism. To address the threat of chemical and biological terrorism, they emphasised 

the need to launch multilateral negotiations on an international convention for the 

suppression of acts of chemical and biological terrorism, including at the Conference 
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on Disarmament, the statement said.

They recognised progress that has been made on BRICS cooperation in countering 

terrorism through the BRICS Working Group on Counter Terrorism.

What’s behind recession fears?

The five nations also reaffirmed their commitment to support international cooperation 

in combating illicit financial flows from all types of criminal activity, including within 

the Financial Action Task Force (FATF) and the World Customs Organisation.

They underscored the importance of improving mutual exchanges and data sharing. 

They emphasised the importance of upholding and supporting the objectives of 

FATF, as well of intensifying cooperation to implement and improve its standards on 

combating Money laundering and the financing of terrorism and proliferation.

The ministers exchanged views on key issues on the international agenda. They 

also reviewed with satisfaction the progress of BRICS cooperation featuring mutual 

respect and understanding, equality, solidarity, openness, inclusiveness and mutually 

beneficial cooperation.

The ministers agreed to further deepen BRICS three-pillar-driven cooperation in the 

areas of economy, peace and security and people-to-people exchanges.

They reaffirmed the commitment to upholding and respecting international law and 

to an international system in which sovereign States cooperate to maintain peace 

and security, advance sustainable development and ensure the promotion and 

protection of human rights and fundamental freedoms for all.

They underlined support for multilateralism and the central role of the UN in 

international affairs, and the commitment to uphold the purposes and principles 

enshrined in the Charter of the United Nations.

They reiterated the urgent need to strengthen and reform the multilateral system, 

including the UN, the WTO, the IMF, and other international organisations.

The international system, including international organisations, in particular the 

United Nations, should promote the interests of all, they said.

The Ministers reaffirmed the commitment to the principles of mutual respect, 
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sovereign equality, democracy, inclusiveness and strengthened collaboration, and 

to build a brighter shared future for the global community through mutually beneficial 

cooperation.

The Ministers recalled the 2005 World Summit Outcome document and reaffirmed 

the need for a comprehensive reform of the UN, including its Security Council, with 

a view to making it more representative, effective, and efficient, and to increase 

the representation of the developing countries so that it can adequately respond to 

global challenges.

China and Russia reiterated the importance they attach to the status and role of 

Brazil, India and South Africa in international affairs and support their aspiration to 

play a greater role in the UN, the statement said.

Conflicting views pervade BRICS Ministers’ meeting

(From left) Sergei Lavrov, Wang Yi, Ernesto Araujo, Naledi Pandor and V.K. Singh 

at the BRICS meeting.Reuters  

Fight against terrorism, cooperation in areas of economy and people-to-people 

exchanges emerged as prominent themes in the one-day meet

For a meeting set to articulate the voice of emerging countries, the BRICS Foreign 

Ministers’ gathering here  could not have started on a more discordant note.

Opening the meeting, Foreign Minister of Brazil Ernesto Araujo called upon fellow 

BRICS members — Russia, India, China and South Africa — to “act on Venezuela” 

in support of Juan Guaido, who proclaimed himself interim president of the South 
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American country on January 23. Brazil holds the rotating presidency of BRICS 

grouping for 2019.

“There is a cry of freedom coming from Venezuela. Brazil has heard this cry… Every 

member of international community needs to hear this cry and act,” said Mr. Araujo 

spelling out his country’s vision for the BRICS Summit in November.

Conflicting views

However, following Mr. Araujo on the speaking list, Russian Foreign Minister and 

policy veteran Sergey Lavrov, who, also, spoke on Venezuela, took a diametrically 

opposite position.

“We need to use international law as the basis for reaching a solution by themselves 

without outside interference,” said Mr. Lavrov, restating the Russian position.

He then called for a similar approach to the crisis in the Persian Gulf. The importance 

of his reference to Iran was not lost on anyone, as two Iranian ships have been 

stuck in a port here for days, with Brazilian oil companies refusing to provide fuel 

because of U.S. sanctions.

Brazil’s new government, led by far-right President Jair Bolsonaro, has closely 

allied itself with U.S. President Donald Trump’s government. In such a climate, 

the meeting opened with a bit of uncertainty. “The BRICS Sherpas and teams of 

diplomats worked for days to make sure a positive agenda is set. We did not want 

anything negative about any particular country in it. We only want to articulate the 

position of the developing world,” said an Indian official who was a member of the 

official delegation.

The final statement released to the media reflected a commonality of purpose 

among the BRICS countries. “The Ministers agreed to further deepen BRICS three-

pillar-driven cooperation in the areas of economy, peace and security and people-

to-people exchanges,” it said.

Fight against terrorism

The details of the statement reflect that the group of five emerging countries might 

now be looking for a bigger and different role in global affairs. A large part of the joint 
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statement is devoted to “fight against terrorism”, which emerged as a major theme 

of the one-day meeting. In his address, General V.K. Singh (retd.), Union Minister of 

State for Transport, who stood in for External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar said, “All 

our countries have been victims of terrorism and we need to support each other to 

end these groups and their supporters. The BRICS has to fight to end the financing 

of terrorist networks in all our territories.”

Chinese Foreign Minister Wang Yi too during his speech called upon the BRICS 

countries to cooperate in combating terrorism.

The BRICS Working Group on Counter Terrorism — already in place — will hold a 

seminar on terrorism in Brazil from July 29 to August 2.

According to Indian officials, the inclusion of FATF in the statement is a positive 

move as India has been pushing for Pakistan to be put on this list for financing 

terrorism in the region.

On the issue of terrorism in Afghanistan, India clearly got a shot in the arm as the 

BRICS statement reiterated support for “international and national efforts to achieve 

an Afghan-led, Afghan-owned peace and reconciliation process”.

With the Trump government working on a deal with the Taliban, India has been 

almost left out of the ongoing Afghan peace process. But with China and Russia 

two other major stakeholders in Afghanistan reaffirming their support to an “Afghan-

led, Afghan-owned” process, India can hope to still play a role in a country it has 

invested heavily in.
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Bangladesh seeks to synergise ties with India

Syed Muazzem Ali  

Urges dignified return of Rohingya refugees from camps in Chittagong to 

Myanmar

Bangladesh  said the government of Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina wishes to 

continue cooperation with the re-elected Modi government and urged for dignified 

return of the Rohingya refugees from camps in Chittagong to Myanmar. The 

statement from High Commissioner of Bangladesh Syed Muazzem Ali came a day 

after Ms. Hasina began her outreach to China seeking Beijing’s support to resolve 

the Rohingya issue.

Delivering a keynote speech at the Indian Institute of Management (IIM)-Rohtak, 

Syed Muazzem Ali called for bilateral synergy and closer cooperation between 

Dhaka and New Delhi. He reiterated Dhaka’s demand for bringing international 

pressure on Myanmar to end the Rohingya crisis and said, “What we are working 

on is the early, safe and dignified repatriation of the Rohingyas to their home in 

Myanmar.”

The comments are the first since Prime Minister Narendra Modi took charge in 

May. Bangladesh President Abdul Hamid participated in the swearing-in of the 

Modi government.

Ms. Hasina, who did not participate, congratulated Mr. Modi on phone and both the 

leaders had agreed to identify dates for a meeting at the earliest.

Mr. Modi is soon expected to travel to various South Asian capitals. He visited 

Maldives and Sri Lanka in June and reports suggest that he will travel to Bhutan 

in the coming weeks, though the exact date is yet to be announced. Diplomatic 

sources pointed out that External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar met the Bangladeshi 

envoy.
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Outreach to China

Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s five-day visit to China that began  is aimed at 

seeking Beijing’s assurances to resolve the Rohingya crisis.

Dhaka and Beijing are expected to sign energy deals that are connected to the 

Belt and Road Initiative (BRI).

Senate Bill grants India NATO ally-like status
House to take it up later in July

The U.S. Senate has passed a legislative provision that brings India at par with 

America’s NATO allies and countries such as Israel and South Korea for increasing 

defence cooperation.

The National Defense Authorisation Act, or NDAA, for the fiscal year 2020, which 

contained such a proposal, was passed by the U.S. Senate last week.

Introduced by Senate India Caucus co-chair Senator John Cornyn with the 

support of Senate India Caucus co-chair Senator Mark Warner, the amendment 

provides for increased U.S.-India defence cooperation in the Indian Ocean, in the 

areas of humanitarian assistance, counter-terrorism, counter-piracy and maritime 

security.

Last week, House India Caucus Co-Chair Brad Sherman, along with Congressmen 

Joe Wilson, Ami Bera, Ted Yoho, George Holding, Ed Case and Raja Krishnamoorthi, 

introduced a similar legislative proposal to the House FY2020 NDAA that would 

greatly enhance relationship between both the countries.

The Bill would be signed into law after both the chambers of the U.S. Congress 

— the House of Representatives and the Senate — passes it.

The House is expected to take up its version of the NDAA sometime in July before 

legislators adjourn for the month-long August recess on July 29.

In a statement, the Hindu American Foundation commended Senators Cornyn 

and Warner for their efforts in advancing the U.S.-India strategic partnership.
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Kartarpur corridor: Pakistan proposes July 14 for second meet
The Foreign Office said that Pakistan was committed to expediting progress on 

the matter to ensure that the corridor is operationalised in time for the 550th birth 

anniversary celebrations of Guru Nanak Dev in November 2019.

Punjabi diaspora puts investment in Pakistan side of Kartarpur corridor on hold

Amarinder Singh urges Pakistan not to back out of commitment on Kartarpur 

corridor

India sends reminder to Pak on key meets on Kartarpur

kartarpur sahib, kartarpur gurudwara, kartarpur corridor, india pakistan border, punjab 

news, Guru Nanak Dev 550th birth anniversary, Guru Nanak Dev birth anniversary 

celebrations, india news, pakistan news, indian express

The proposed Kartarpur terminal. Archive

Pakistan and India  decided to hold the second meeting to discuss the draft agreement 

for finalising the modalities of the Kartarpur corridor and related technical issues on 

July 14 at Wagah.

“Pakistan, today, conveyed to India that the second meeting to discuss the draft 

agreement for finalising the modalities of Kartarpur Corridor and related technical 

issues will be held on 14th July 2019 at Wagah,” the Foreign Office said.

“The Indian side has been requested to convey the composition of its delegation,” it 

said in a brief statement.

It said Pakistan was committed to expediting progress on the matter to ensure that 

the corridor is operationalised in time for the 550th birth anniversary celebrations of 

Guru Nanak Dev in November 2019.

India had proposed talks between July 11-14.

Official sources in New Delhi confirmed that India will accept the dates proposed by 

Pakistan as it was in sync with its plan.

The first meeting of officials of Pakistan and India to finalise the modalities of the 

landmark corridor was held in Attari in the shadow of escalating bilateral tensions in 
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March following the Pulwama terror attack by a suicide bomber of Pakistan-based 

Jaish-e-Mohammed on February 14.

The meeting was “constructive” and the discussions were held in a “cordial 

environment”, the Foreign Office had said.

India had conveyed its concerns over the presence of several Khalistani separatists 

in a committee appointed by Pakistan on the Kartarpur corridor.

The FO had said that the 10-member purely-religious committee referred to by India 

was indeed PSGPC and was not specific to Kartarpur but responsible for the upkeep 

of all Sikh Gurdwaras in Pakistan.

Iranian oil imports not stopped: govt.
Minister’s answers in Lok Sabha at variance with stand taken at bilateral meeting

Indicating that there is still some confusion in India’s position on stopping oil imports 

from Iran in line with sanctions by the United States, the government said  that it 

does not propose to cancel trade, including oil imports, from Iran.

Replying to a direct question on whether the government would “withdraw or 

discontinue” trade with Iran, Minister of State for External Affairs V. Muraleedharan 

said, “No.”

He was responding to a supplementary question from Congress Member of 

Parliament Anto Antony in the Lok Sabha on “whether there is any pressure on the 

Government from United States of America or any other country in this regard”.

Mr. Muraleedharan said, “India’s bilateral relations with Iran stand on their own and 

are not influenced by India’s relations with any third country.” The MEA’s answer 

reflects India’s traditional position but is at considerable variance from the stand 

taken last week at the G20, when Prime Minister Narendra Modi reportedly told U.S. 

President Donald Trump that New Delhi had, in fact, reduced its intake of Iranian oil, 

in accordance with Washington’s request to “zero out” Iranian oil imports after May 

2.

“Prime Minister [Modi] pointed out that although Iran supplies 11% of our energy, 
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India had reduced oil imports from Iran [...] despite the effect it had on the Indian 

economy, [and] we had been able to sustain this position,” Foreign Secretary Vijay 

Gokhale said at a press conference after the India-U.S. bilateral summit.

Considerable reduction

When asked about the differing positions, a senior government official said the 

Ministry of Petroleum could confirm that levels of Iranian oil imports had, in fact 

dropped, but that the decision to reduce oil imports was based on “commercial 

considerations and national interest”.

They also distinguished between “stopping” oil imports, and “reducing” them 

considerably.

According to industry sources, Indian companies have placed no new orders for oil 

from Iran since May 2.

Kulbhushan Jadhav case verdict on July 17: ICJ
He was sentenced to death by a Pakistani military court

The Hague-based International Court of Justice  said it will deliver on July 17 its 

verdict in the case relating to Kulbhushan Jadhav, who is on death row in Pakistan.

Mr. Jadhav, a retired Indian Navy officer, was sentenced to death by a Pakistani 

military court on charges of espionage and terrorism in April 2017. India approached 

the ICJ in May 2017 against Pakistan for denying consular access to Mr. Jadhav. 

India challenged the “farcical trial” by the military court against Mr. Jadhav.

The ICJ said a public sitting will take place at 3 p.m. (6.30 pm IST) on July 17 at the 

Peace Palace in The Hague, during which the President of the Court will read out 

the verdict.

The court held a four-day public hearing in the case in February during which both 

India and Pakistan submitted their detailed pleas and responses.

India based its case on two broad issues — breach of Vienna Convention on consular 

access and the process of resolution. It also urged the ICJ to annul Mr. Jadhav’s 

death sentence and order his immediate release, saying the verdict by a Pakistani 
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military court was based on a “farcical trial” and it failed to satisfy even the minimum 

standards of due process.

Indo-Afghan trade chokes on U.S. curbs

India has slashed its allocation for the Chabahar port by Rs. 105 crore this year.  

Budget also cuts Chabahar funding

The government’s decision to slash its allocation for Iran’s Chabahar port by two-

thirds, as announced by Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman in the latest Budget 

will be a further blow to India-Afghan trade, already hit by Pakistan’s decision to ban 

airspace rights to most flights to and from India, and U.S. sanctions on Iran, officials 

and diplomats in Delhi and Kabul said.

The government, which had been allocating Rs. 150 crore for the port each year for 

the past few years, has slashed its allocation to just Rs. 45 crore in the Budget for 

2019-2020.

Waiver of little help

Technically, the U.S. has issued India a waiver to develop Chabahar port, to promote 

trade with Afghanistan as a part of its “South Asia” strategy. In practice, however, the 

cancellation of all waivers for oil and crippling economic sanctions imposed by the 

Trump administration, have all but frozen deals. Afghan banks are hesitant to open 

credit lines for shipments, and shippers and cargo handlers are staying away from 

servicing the Iranian port.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     JULY 2019
 VOL.59

    India and 
the World

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

“During the last months (February-May), Chabahar had flourished for transportation 

of goods and commodities to Afghanistan and central Asia with the volume of loading 

and unloading twice as much as before,” Iran’s Ambassador to Delhi Ali Chegeni 

said. “But the U.S. officials’ hostile statements on Iran’s sanctions naturally and 

indirectly has negative impacts and led to worry amongst companies about working 

with Iranian ports including Chabahar,” he told The Hindu .

Speaking to journalists last week, Afghanistan’s new head of mission Tahir Qadiry 

said they hoped Pakistan’s airspace ban, which had been extended until July 12, 

would be lifted shortly.

As a result of the ban, Afghan fruit and agricultural products that had made up a 

bulk of the cargo on flights between Kabul and Delhi are being shipped to other 

international markets.

“The original cargo corridor is not operational as of now,” Barun Birla of Aero Trek 

International, the cargo company that operated the inaugural cargo charter on the 

corridor, confirmed to The Hindu . Officials say that with trade through both air and 

sea routes restricted, as well as Pakistan’s refusal to give Afghan trucks passage to 

the Wagah land route, trade may come to a standstill for now.

UN report ‘legitimises’ terror, says India

New Delhi, Islamabad not doing enough to resolve Kashmir situation, says human 

rights body
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The UN Commission on Human Rights (UNCHR)  said India and Pakistan had failed 

to improve the situation in Kashmir and not taken any concrete steps to address the 

numerous concerns raised in its earlier report.

Last year, the Office of the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) 

released its first-ever report on Kashmir, urging action by both countries to reduce 

tensions.

The update made wide ranging recommendations to the governments of India 

and Pakistan, and urged the Human Rights Council (HRC) to explore possibilities 

of setting up an international commission of inquiry into the allegations of human 

rights abuse in Kashmir.

India said the report had extended legitimacy to cross-border terrorism emanating 

from Pakistan. “It is a matter of deep concern that this update seems to accord 

a legitimacy to terrorism that is in complete variance with UN Security Council 

positions,” said External Affairs Ministry spokesperson Raveesh Kumar. He 

described the report as part of the continued “motivated narrative” against Indian 

sovereignty and integrity.

Mr. Kumar said the update referred to terror outfits such as Jaish-e-Mohammed as 

“armed groups”, and reminded that the UN Security Council had blamed the group 

for the February 14, 2019 Pulwama terror attack that led to a deterioration in India-

Pakistan ties.

Policy distorted

India also said the update had distorted its policy on the Kashmir issue and failed 

to recognise that the Indian state ensured justice through a strong judiciary and a 

national human rights mechanism.

Mr. Kumar pointed out that the new report reflected a “prejudiced mindset” which 

chose to ignore the “comprehensive socio-economic development efforts undertaken 

by the government in the face of terrorist challenges”.

He said the report was crafted without taking into account the campaign by the 

Pakistan-backed terror outfits “... the update seems to be a contrived effort to create 
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an artificial parity between the world’s largest and the most vibrant democracy and a 

country that openly practices state- sponsored terrorism,” it said.

The comprehensive report from the OHCHR said India continues to use pellet-firing 

shotguns as a crowd control tool and criticised various laws that used for detention 

and arrest of political activists and civil society figures in Kashmir.

The new report said the Jammu and Kashmir Coalition of Civil Society (JKCCS) had 

chronicled 160 civilians killed in 2018, the highest in around a decade.

‘UN report backs India’s stand on Pak.-based militant groups’

Human rights activists urge New Delhi not to reject findings entirely

While India has rejected the ‘Update’ of the UN Office of the High Commissioner for 

Human Rights (OHCHR) report on Jammu and Kashmir, human rights activists have 

pointed out that it includes several unprecedented references to rights violations and 

constitutional changes undertaken by Pakistani authorities and militant groups, that 

actually support India’s narrative.

Urging India not to reject the ‘Update’ in its entirety, the activists have urged it to 

“engage” with the OHCHR’s findings released .

‘Take first step’

“The govt should engage with this process to acknowledge the violations, take steps 

towards accountability, and call for Pakistan to ensure an end to militant abuses [as 

well]. Often upholding rights is the first step towards ending the cycle of violence,” 

said Human Rights Watch South Asia Director Meenakshi Ganguly.

She added that the government’s “knee jerk denial” of all the UN findings ran 

counter to the fact that official Indian inquiries “have flagged violations and made 

recommendations similar to those by OHCHR.”

The MEA maintains that its objections to the OHCHR report are based on human 

rights violations the report has accused India of. “We are only concerned with those 

baseless allegations that pertain to us,” an official said, declining to comment on the 
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other references to Pakistan.

Other activists point out that the OHCHR report includes certain new references to 

human rights violations by militant groups that should be welcomed by New Delhi.

“It is important to note, that for the first time, the UN is taking note of child soldiers being 

used by militant groups, for example. The report also remarks that Kashmiri groups 

have been charged with sedition and arrested in both Pakistan occupied Kashmir 

(PoK) and Islamabad,” pointed out peace activist Sushobha Barve, who works in 

Jammu and Kashmir as a part of the Centre for Dialogue and Reconciliation.

The OHCHR report released on July 8, that catalogued alleged violations on both 

sides of the Line of Control and International boundary in Jammu and Kashmir from 

2018-2019, said that Jaish-e-Mohammad, Hizbul Mujahideen and Lashkar-e-Taiba 

had all been “accused of recruiting and deploying child soldiers in Indian-Administered 

Kashmir”. It also mentioned strictures passed by the Financial Action Task Force 

(FATF) against Pakistan for not curbing terror financing by these groups.

U.S., India to begin formal talks on trade today

The two sides will discuss regulatory changes by India on data localisation, e-

commerce and import curbs

Visiting U.S. trade officials will meet Commerce and Industry Minister Piyush Goyal 

, after two days of talks with a “composite delegation” from the Commerce and 

External Affairs Ministries, the first formal effort to resolve the recent Indo-U.S. trade 

impasse.

“Since India’s election period has now passed, USTR officials are visiting India for 

relationship building with Indian government counterparts, including introductory 

meetings,” said a spokesperson for the United States Trade Representative 

(USTR). The U.S. delegation is led by the Assistant USTR for South and Central 

Asia, Christopher Wilson, and talks on the Indian side are being led by an Additional 

Secretary from the Commerce Ministry.
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, the two sides met for “informal” talks, and “comprehensive” formal talks will begin 

, officials said. The USTR visit was agreed upon by Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

and U.S. President Donald Trump when they met in Osaka on the sidelines of the 

G-20 summit.

“Our approach is to engage [with the USTR team] constructively, in a positive 

manner,” External Affairs Ministry spokesperson Raveesh Kumar said . “Many of 

these issues were discussed by PM and President Trump and we look forward to 

resolving them... many are technical in nature like tariffs, we will have to wait and 

see how they will be addressed, and what is the outcome of the talks,” he added.

Tariffs likely in focus

The two sides will discuss the issue of tariffs, which have been raised on both sides 

in the past year, as well as regulatory changes by India on data localisation, e-

commerce and import curbs, that the U.S. has protested. Mr. Trump has tweeted twice 

in the recent past, before and after his meeting with Mr. Modi, and on both occasions 

criticised India on high tariffs. Since he took office in January 2017, Mr. Trump has 

consistently pushed for India to cut tariffs on Harley-Davidson motorcycles to zero to 

match American duties on Indian motorcycles, but there has been no indication that 

New Delhi is prepared to oblige yet.

The MEA spokesperson declined to comment specifically on which issues were 

being discussed  and Friday, including whether the U.S. objections to Chinese 

telecommunications company Huawei being considered for 5G trials was among 

them, but said that the “entire gamut of issues related to trade will be on the table.”

The two sides are also expected to set a date for a meeting between Mr. Goyal and 

the U.S. Trade Representative Robert Lighthizer in the next few weeks, when trade 

talks will be formally resumed after they collapsed in November, and the standoff 

escalated after the U.S. withdrew India’s Generalised System of Preferences (GSP) 

trade status this year.

India lifted 271 million people out of poverty in 10 years: UN
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According to a UN report, India and Cambodia reduced their Multidimensional 

Poverty Index values the fastest.   | Photo Credit: Shaju John

India lifted 271 million people out of poverty between 2006 and 2016, recording the 

fastest reductions in the multidimensional poverty index values during the period 

with strong improvements in areas such as “assets, cooking fuel, sanitation and 

nutrition,” a report by the United Nations said.

The 2019 global Multidimensional Poverty Index (MPI) from the UN Development 

Programme (UNDP), the Oxford Poverty and Human Development Initiative (OPHI) 

was released .

The report said that in the 101 countries studied — 31 low income, 68 middle 

income and 2 high income - 1.3 billion people are “multidimensionally poor”, which 

means that poverty is defined not simply by income, but by a number of indicators, 

including poor health, poor quality of work and the threat of violence.

The report identifies 10 countries, with a combined population of around 2 billion 

people, to illustrate the level of poverty reduction, and all of them have shown 

statistically significant progress towards achieving Sustainable Development Goal 

1, namely ending poverty “in all its forms, everywhere”.

The 10 countries are Bangladesh, Cambodia, Democratic Republic of Congo, 

Ethiopia, Haiti, India, Nigeria, Pakistan, Peru and Vietnam.

The report said that within these 10 countries, data shows that 270 million people 

moved out of multidimensional poverty from one survey to the next.

“This progress was largely driven by South Asia. In India, there were 271 million 

fewer people in poverty in 2016 than in 2006, while in Bangladesh the number 

dropped by 19 million between 2004 and 2014,” it said.

The report noted that of the 10 selected countries for which changes over time were 

analysed, India and Cambodia reduced their MPI values the fastest — and they did 

not leave the poorest groups behind.
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India’s MPI value reduced from 0.283 in 2005-06 to 0.123 in 2015-16.

Noting the examples of pro-poor reduction, where the poorest regions improved 

the fastest, the report said that Jharkhand in India reduced the incidence of 

multidimensional poverty from 74.9% in 2005-06 to 46.5% in 2015-16. Mondol Kiri 

and Rattanak Kiri in Cambodia reduced it from 71.0% to 55.9% between 2010 and 

2014.

Ethiopia, India and Peru significantly reduced deprivations in all 10 indicators, 

namely nutrition, sanitation, child mortality, drinking water, years of schooling, 

electricity, school attendance, housing, cooking fuel and assets.

In 2005-2006, the population in India living in multidimensional poverty stood at 

about 640 million people (55.1%) and this reduced to 369 million people (27.9%) 

living in poverty in 2015-16. India saw significant reductions in number of people 

who are multidimensionally poor and deprived in each of the 10 indicators over this 

time period.

India reduced deprivation in nutrition from 44.3% in 2005-06 to 21.2% in 2015-16, 

child mortality dropped from 4.5% to 2.2%, people deprived of cooking fuel reduced 

from 52.9% to 26.2%, deprivation in sanitation from 50.4% to 24.6%, those deprived 

of drinking water reduced from 16.6% to 6.2 %.

Further more people gained access to electricity as deprivation was reduced from 

29.1% to 8.6%, housing from 44.9% to 23.6% and assets deprivation from 37.6% 

to 9.5%.

The trends in these 10 countries also shine a light on where poverty reduction has 

been uneven, despite the good progress overall, it said.

“In all 10 countries rural areas are poorer than urban areas. In Cambodia, Haiti, 

India and Peru poverty reduction in rural areas outpaced that in urban areas 

— demonstrating pro-poor development — and in Bangladesh and Democratic 

Republic of the Congo poverty fell at the same speed in rural and urban areas, it 

added.

The report also showed that children suffer poverty more intensely than adults and 
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are more likely to be deprived in all 10 of the MPI indicators, lacking essentials such 

as clean water, sanitation, adequate nutrition or primary education.

Child poverty fell markedly faster than adult poverty in Bangladesh, Cambodia, Haiti, 

India and Peru. But children fell further behind in Ethiopia, and their progress—

together with that of adults—stalled in Democratic Republic of the Congo and 

Pakistan.

Globally, of the 1.3 billion people who are multidimensionally poor, more than two-

thirds of them—886 million— now live in middle-income countries. A further 440 

million live in low-income countries.

Even more staggering, worldwide, one in three children is multidimensionally poor, 

compared to one in six adults. That means that nearly half of the people living in 

multidimensional poverty — 663 million — are children, with the youngest children 

bearing the greatest burden. The vast majority of these children, around 85 %, live in 

South Asia and Sub-Saharan Africa, split roughly equally between the two regions.

The report underscored that the traditional concept of poverty is outdated, 

demonstrating more clearly than ever that labelling countries - or even households 

- as rich and poor is an oversimplification.

“To fight poverty, one needs to know where poor people live. They are not evenly 

spread across a country, not even within a household,” UNDP Administrator Achim 

Steiner said.

The report also highlighted a positive trend that those furthest behind are moving up 

the fastest.

India, Pak. officials to meet at Wagah for talks on Kartarpur

Way forward:Work progressing at the site of a passenger terminal complex, being 

built on 15 acres of land, at Dera Baba Nanak in Gurdaspur district of Punjab.Special 

ArrangementSpecial Arrangement  

Will discuss modalities to bridge the gaps in corridor project
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Indian and Pakistani officials will meet at the Attari-Wagah border  to discuss 

issues, including ways to bridge gaps related to the Kartarpur Corridor that is to be 

made operational by November, ahead of the commemoration of the 550th birth 

anniversary of Guru Nanak.

The delegations will meet at Wagah in Pakistan to discuss issues of connectivity 

at the Zero Point, number of pilgrims and kind of travel documents to be allowed, 

government officials, speaking on condition of anonymity, said .

India would also raise its concerns over the security aspect, the officials added.

New Delhi had earlier conveyed to Pakistan its serious concern over the presence 

of a leading Khalistani separatist in a committee appointed by Islamabad for the 

project.

“The meeting will discuss modalities of the Kartarpur Corridor and related technical 

issues,” a government official said.

The project is aimed at easing access for Sikh pilgrims from India to visit Gurdwara 

Darbar Sahib in Kartarpur in Pakistan, the final resting place of Guru Nanak. Work 

on a four-lane highway on the Indian side was in full swing, the officials said. The 

four-lane highway connecting the Zero Point of the Kartarpur Corridor to National 

Highway 354 is being constructed by the National Highways Authority of India 

(NHAI).

India is constructing a bridge at the Zero Point and has urged Pakistan to build a 

similar bridge on its side to ensure safe and secure movement of pilgrims and to 

address concerns regarding flooding, the officials said. The bridge is over a creek, 

of which a major part falls in Pakistan.

Pak. not for bridge

Pakistan had said it would build a mud-filled embankment, a structure that would 

not only lead to flooding in areas on the Indian side but also pose a threat to the 

structure of the bridge, the officials asserted.

The creek tends to flood during the monsoon when river Ravi swells.

Another proposal put forth by Pakistan was to build a causeway, the officials said, 
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adding that it was unacceptable to India as it would not provide an all-weather 

road.

They said the construction work at the site of a passenger terminal complex at 

Dera Baba Nanak in India was proceeding apace. More than 250 labourers and 30 

engineers were working at the site in three shifts, they added.

The terminal is being built on about 15 acres of land.

India, U.S. teams hold talks on trade ties

Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal with a U.S. official .PTI  

Enhanced engagement discussed

Commerce Ministry officials  met trade officials from the U.S. and discussed ways 

to improve trade relations been the two countries.

“A delegation led by Assistant United States Trade Representative (AUSTR) 

Christopher Wilson visited India on July 11-12 to explore potential for enhanced 

bilateral trade and economic engagement with India under the new Government,” 

the Ministry said in a statement.

The U.S. delegation held bilateral talks on July 12 with the Indian delegation led by 

Sanjay Chadha, Additional Secretary, Department of Commerce.

“The meeting aimed at providing new impetus to bilateral trade and commercial 

ties, in line with the mandate given by Prime Minister Narendra Modi and the U.S. 

President Donald Trump during their meeting at Osaka, Japan on June 28, 2019,” 

the statement added.

“Both sides discussed the broad contours of bilateral trade and commercial ties and 

agreed to continue their discussions for achieving mutually beneficial outcomes 

aimed at further growing the economic relationship and addressing mutual trade 

concerns,” it said.

The U.S.-India Strategic Partnership Forum (USISPF) estimated that U.S.-India 

bilateral trade will grow from $143 billion to $238 billion by 2025. This growth will 
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occur if trade grows by 7.5% each year, as has been the trend for the last seven 

years, it added.

The AUSTR also called on the Commerce Secretary and Commerce & Industry 

Minister during the visit.

U.S. will consider ‘301 probe’ on India, says trade official

Jeffrey Gerrish  

Investigation isa precursor totrade measures

The U.S. will consider a “301 investigation”, a probe employed as a precursor 

to tariffs and other trade measures against a country, against India if the trade 

issues between the two countries are not resolved quickly, Deputy U.S. Trade 

Representative (USTR) Jeffrey Gerrish said .

Mr. Gerrish also said India finalising data localisation policies could be deal-breaker 

across the board between the two countries.

His comments were made at a U.S.-India Strategic Partnership Forum (USISPF) 

event in Washington during a discussion with Susan Esserman, a former Deputy 

USTR in the Clinton Administration.

“We believe that we should utilise the full range of trade rules, including Section 

301, where warranted. And we’re certainly looking at these policies and practices 

that India has engaged in light of that. We are doing it in a very deliberate, thoughtful 

way and trying to determine what the best approach is here,” Mr Gerrish said. “And 

we’ll see where that goes. At this point, we’re clearly in the very early stages of our 

engagement with the new Indian government and we want to see, of course, what 

the willingness is to address the trade issues that we have.”

Mr. Gerrish declined to give a timeline for these actions but said issues would need 

to be resolved quickly.

However, Mr. Gerrish added that if the market access issues related to GSP 
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(Generalized System of Preferences) were resolved quickly, it would be a confidence 

building step and would help the process.

Section 301 of the U.S. Trade Act (1974) was also to authorise a 2017 probe that 

resulted in tariffs on Chinese exports to the U.S. from July 2018. Earlier this week, 

the USTR announced a 301 probe against France on a digital services tax.

“We certainly recognise the pivotal role that India plays as a vibrant democracy 

in the region to a free and open Indo-Pacific region and the important strategic 

relationship that our two countries have and in everything we do, we approach it 

with that in mind,” Mr. Gerrish said.

Modi, Xi to balance ties on the Ganga

Xi Jinping with Narendra Modi at Sabarmati in 2014.  

A boat ride likely to be included in summit schedule, which is yet to be finalised

The details of the second informal summit between Chinese President Xi Jinping 

and Narendra Modi in Varanasi, the Prime Minister’s Lok Sabha constituency, are 

yet to be finalised.

A boat ride by the two leaders on the Ganga is expected, echoing their half-an-

hour sail on the East Lake in Wuhan last April when they met at their first informal 

summit.

“At the bilateral meeting in Bishkek on the sidelines of the on Shanghai Cooperation 

Organisation (SCO) summit, President Xi stressed that the two countries must 

celebrate the 70th anniversary of their diplomatic ties befittingly after congratulating 

Mr. Modi once again on his victory in India’s general election,” a Chinese official 

said. “India and China are ancient civilisational states, which will be the pillars of the 

multi-polar world. This shapes the context of the meeting between the two leaders,” 

the official said.

External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar is expected to visit Beijing next month for 

the second meeting of the India-China high-level people-to-people exchanges 
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mechanism with State Councillor and Foreign Minister Wang Yi. While the focus 

of this mechanism is on people-to-people exchanges and culture, all topics of ties, 

including the detailing of the Varanasi summit, will be covered, except for trade and 

commerce.

Railways and Commerce Minister Piyush Goyal will also visit Beijing next month 

to address the nearly $60-billion trade deficit between the two countries. India’s 

participation in the Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership is also expected 

to be discussed then.

Trade worries

Trade deficit is now one of the top items on the agenda. Mr. Modi is understood to 

have highlighted the need for reducing the trade gap at his meeting with Mr. Xi in 

Bishkek. Faced with an escalating trade war with the U.S., Mr. Xi affirmed that the 

issue would be addressed.

Nevertheless, India’s Ambassador to China Vikram Misri said at an Asia Society 

event in Hong Kong last week that the “trade imbalance is not economically 

sustainable in the long run”. “It is in our mutual interest to find workable solutions 

before the markets react in unpredictable ways and the issue becomes politically 

sensitive,” he said.

The boundary issue continues to impart background friction to the ties. Described 

as a “courtesy meeting” on the Twitter handle of the Embassy of India in Beijing, Mr. 

Misri  met Hong Liang, the new Director-General for Boundary and Oceanic Affairs 

in the Chinese Foreign Ministry.

 ‘India must push for Afghan polls’

Former Ambassador says it has an ‘indifferent’ attitude towards peace process

India must continue to push for Afghanistan elections, said former Afghanistan 

Ambassador to India and presidential contender Shaida Abdali, cautioning against 

an “indifferent” attitude from New Delhi towards the progress being made in talks 
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with the Taliban.

The comments came just as diplomats from the U.S., Russia China and Pakistan 

met in Beijing to discuss the peace process in Afghanistan.

Good neighbour

“It is necessary that a good neighbour like India remain engaged on major international 

and regional conferences that deal with Afghanistan and the peace process. India 

must remain an active participant so as to ensure that we don’t reverse the gains of 

the last 18 years,” Mr. Abdali told The Hindu during a visit here.

On July 10 and 11, the four-nation talks in Beijing agreed to step up efforts for an 

intra-Afghan dialogue between the Taliban and the Afghan government in the next 

few weeks. It is being seen as the next step in the reconciliation process.

The discussions were led by U.S. special envoy Zalmay Khalilzad, who has just 

completed the eighth round of talks with Taliban leaders in Doha, where he claimed 

“substantial progress” had been made on issues like the intra-Afghan dialogue, 

Taliban guarantees on terrorism, withdrawal of US troops from Afghanistan, and 

a possible ceasefire. However, there is still some uncertainty over whether Afghan 

presidential elections, scheduled at present for September 28, will go ahead as 

planned.

Nation’s stand

India has publicly cautioned against postponing presidential polls, and has shown 

hesitation about joining talks with the Taliban, given the group’s history as a terror 

group and its links with Pakistan. It is also not officially involved in any of the major 

regional multilateral conferences held for discussing Afghanistan’s future.

The elections have already been postponed twice this year, and many of the 18 

candidates are worried that a further postponement till next year will jeopardise the 

entire process. Another issue is over the constitutional validity of President Ghani’s 

government post-October, and the installation of an interim Afghan government in 

its place.

“One of the most critical gains post-2001 is our democratic process — which must 
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not be affected without full international guarantees that Afghanistan will not reverse 

to pre-2001 dark era … India should build on its democratic traditions to promote 

democratic process and elections in Afghanistan,” Mr. Abdali said, stressing that 

India must exert its “special” role in the process.

Mr. Abdali also appealed to the government to maintain its interest in Iran’s Chabahar 

port as an alternative route for India-Afghanistan trade, despite the U.S. sanctions.

India, China maintaining peace on border: Rajnath

Keeping watch:An Army patrol in the Sub-sector North along the Line of Actual 

Control with China.File photo  

Adhir Ranjan raises issue of incursion in Ladakh region

Defence Minister Rajnath Singh  informed the Lok Sabha that India and China had 

been maintaining “peace and tranquillity” on the border by respecting bilateral pacts, 

and added that the government was “fully alive” to the country’s security needs.

Mr. Singh, however, acknowledged that at times some “unpleasant incidents” had 

taken place because of “differences in perception with regard to the Line of Actual 

Control (LAC)”.

The Minister was responding to a question raised by Adhir Ranjan Chowdhury, leader 

of the Congress in the House, during Zero Hour on reports that Chinese troops had 

come six kilometres inside India on July 6, and planted their flags in the Demchok 

area of the Ladakh region.
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‘Grave concern’

The Congress leader said the incident was of “grave concern” since it came after the 

72-day stand-off on the Doklam plateau at the tri-junction of India, China and Bhutan. 

“China has often been transgressing into India and follows it up with aggressive 

diplomacy,” Mr. Chowdhury said.

The Defence Minister then assured the House that there was complete restraint 

by the armed forces of India and China at Doklam, especially after the informal 

summit between Prime Minister Narendra Modi and Chinese President Xi Jinping in 

Wuhan.

“India and China are respecting bilateral pacts to ensure peace and tranquillity along 

the border,” Mr. Singh said and added that both sides were exercising restraint.

Asserting that there was nothing new for troops to transgress the LAC as it was not 

properly delineated, Mr. Singh listed out the various mechanisms available to the two 

sides to maintain communication such as meetings of commanders, flag meetings, 

a hotline and dialogue between Special Representatives at the level of the National 

Security Advisers.

“I want to assure the entire nation, not just about our border with China, but across 

the country...we are fully alive to the security needs of our country,” Mr. Singh told 

the House.

India, Iran discuss release of sailors

Expecting response to the note verbale that we sent , say sources

India is in discussion with Iran to free at least 30 of its nationals who were on board 

two foreign-flagged ships detained by Iranian authorities.

The Indian embassy in Tehran  sent an official note urging Iran to release the nationals 

who were seized from a British-owned oil tanker . Diplomats confirmed that Iran held 

several Indians from a ship captured previously.

“We are currently expecting response to our note verbale that we sent . They have 
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our citizens from both Stena Impero , which was detained , and also MT Riah , which 

was detained last week,” said a source familiar with the negotiations.

The Stena Impero was detained by Iran’s Revolutionary Guard over the weekend in 

a tit-for-tat after British authorities detained an Iranian vessel Grace 1 near Gibraltar 

earlier. Initially, the whereabouts of MT Riah were not known but Indian diplomats 

were informed about the presence of at least 12 citizens on board the vessel.

It was learned that Iran had hinted that it was considering release of nine of the 

Indian crew members of MT Riah . “Our embassy is in touch with the Government of 

Iran to secure the early release and repatriation of Indian nationals,” said Raveesh 

Kumar, official spokesperson of the External Affairs Ministry.

Kerala CM’s appeal

Kerala Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan  wrote to the Minister of External Affairs, S. 

Jaishankar, expressing concern that at least four persons from Kerala are among 

Indians on the British oil tanker seized by Iran. In another letter following this, Mr. 

Vijayan also informed Mr. Jaishankar that a Keralite was on board the Iranian ship 

seized by the British. Ajmal Sadiq from Vandoor, Malappuram, had contacted his 

family  and had informed that his ship was seized on July 4, informed Mr. Vijayan’s 

letter.

Kashmir a bilateral issue, says U.S. State Dept after Trump 

comment on mediation

U.S. President Donald Trump attends a bilateral meeting with India’s Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi during the G20 leaders’ summit in Osaka, Japan, June 28, 2019.   | 

Photo Credit: REUTERS

“We believe the foundation for any successful dialogue between India and Pakistan 

is based on Pakistan taking sustained and irreversible steps against militants and 

terrorists on its territory,” the State Department spokesperson said.

The Trump administration has launched a damage control exercise after 
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the President’s remarks about mediation on Kashmir, with the State Department  

saying it was a “bilateral” issue between India and Pakistan, and the U.S. “welcomes” 

the two countries “sitting down” for talks.

It also said Pakistan taking “sustained and irreversible” steps against terrorism is 

key to a successful dialogue with India.

“While Kashmir is a bilateral issue for both parties to discuss, the Trump administration 

welcomes Pakistan and India sitting down and the United States stands ready to 

assist,” a State Department spokesperson told PTI in response to a question if 

Trump’s remarks reflect a change in the country’s policy on Kashmir.

India has already rejected Mr. Trump’s claim that Prime Minister Narendra Modi 

sought his mediation on the Kashmir issue.

For more than a decade, the U.S. has consistently insisted that Kashmir is a bilateral 

issue between India and Pakistan and it is for the two countries to decide on the 

nature and scope of the dialogue.

“We believe the foundation for any successful dialogue between India and Pakistan 

is based on Pakistan taking sustained and irreversible steps against militants and 

terrorists on its territory. These actions are in line with Prime Minister (Imran) Khan’s 

stated commitments, and Pakistan’s international obligations,” the State Department 

spokesperson said.

“We will continue to support efforts that reduce tensions and create an environment 

conducive for dialogue. This first and foremost means tackling the menace of 
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terrorism. As the President indicated, we stand ready to assist,” the spokesperson 

said in response to a question.

, Mr. Trump stunned India by saying that Prime Minister Modi, during the G20 summit 

in Osaka, Japan, sought his help in resolving the Kashmir issue.

“I was with Prime Minister Modi two weeks ago and we talked about this subject 

(Kashmir). And he actually said, ‘would you like to be a mediator or arbitrator?’ I 

said, ‘where?’ (Modi said) ‘Kashmir’,” Mr. Trump said during his talks with Mr. Khan, 

their first since the latter came to power in August, 2018. “Because this has been 

going on for many, many years. I am surprised that how long. It has been going on 

(for long),” he said.

“I think they (Indians) would like to see it resolved. I think you would like to see it 

resolved. And if I can help, I would love to be a mediator. It should be.... we have two 

incredible countries that are very, very smart with very smart leadership, (and they) 

can’t solve a problem like that. But if you would want me to mediate or arbitrate, I 

would be willing to do that. So, all those issues should be resolved. So, he (Mr. Modi) 

has to ask me the same thing. So maybe we’ll speak to him. Or I’ll speak to him and 

we’ll see if we can do something,” Mr. Trump said.

Mr. Khan welcomed these remarks. “President, I can tell you that, right now, you 

would have the prayers of over a billion people if you can mediate and resolve this 

issue,” he said.

In New Delhi, The Ministry of External Affairs was quick to deny that Mr. Modi ever 

asked for a mediation on Kashmir.

“We have seen [Mr. Trump’s] remarks to the press that he is ready to mediate, if 

requested by India & Pakistan, on Kashmir issue. No such request has been made 

by PM Narendra Modi to US President,” said MEA spokesperson Raveesh Kumar.

Asserting India’s traditional stand rejecting any third-party mediation on the Kashmir 

issue, Mr. Kumar said that “it has been India’s consistent position that all outstanding 

issues with Pakistan are discussed only bilaterally. Any engagement with Pakistan 

would require an end to cross border terrorism,” referring to the agreements between 
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India and Pakistan to resolve issues between them, as they did in the Shimla 

agreement of 1972 and the Lahore declaration of 1999.

In the past two and half years, the Trump Administration has gone a step ahead, as 

compared to his predecessors’, in supporting India’s fight against terrorism. In the 

immediate aftermath of the Pulwama terrorist attack, the White House supported 

India’s right to self defense. And in the middle of the election season in India in 

May, the Trump Administration ensured that 26/11 mastermind Masood Azhar is 

designated by the United Nations Security Council. The U.S. exerted pressure on 

China which for about a decade vetoed against any such move.

Modi did not seek Trump’s mediation in Kashmir: Centre

Both Houses in disarray as Opposition demands clarification from PM Modi

Both Houses of Parliament witnessed disruptions  as Opposition members demanded 

that Prime Minister Narendra Modi himself clarify on Donald Trump’s remarks that 

he had asked the U.S. President to mediate on the Kashmir issue.

External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar said in the Rajya Sabha that he “would like 

to categorically state that no such request has been made by the Prime Minister to 

the U.S. President.”

Mr. Trump made the remarks while meeting Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan in 

Washington .

Mr. Jaishankar said all outstanding issues between India and Pakistan “can be 

discussed only bilaterally”.

“Yesterday evening, after the House adjourned, we heard remarks by President 

Donald Trump at a meeting with Prime Minister of Pakistan Imran Khan...that he is 

ready to mediate if requested by India and Pakistan on the Kashmir issue. I would 

like to categorically assure the House that no such request had been made by the 

Prime Minister to the U.S. President... I would further underline that any engagement 

with Pakistan would require an end to cross-border terrorism. Let me conclude by 
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emphasizing that the Shimla Agreement and the Lahore Declaration provide the 

basis for resolving all issues between India and Pakistan bilaterally,” he said.

As soon as the Upper House assembled for Question Hour mentions, members 

of all Opposition parties, including the Congress, the SP, the BSP, the DMK, the 

Trinamool Congress and the CPI(M), demanded that the Prime Minister come to 

the House and explain.

IMF cuts India’s growth forecast for 2019-20 to 7%

Cites weaker-than-expected outlook for domestic demand

The International Monetary Fund (IMF) has cut India’s growth forecast for 2019-20 

to 7% from its forecast in April of 7.3% on poor demand conditions, it said.

The IMF’s World Economic Outlook July update also cut India’s growth forecast in 

2020-21 to 7.2% from the previous estimate of 7.5%.

“India’s economy is set to grow at 7% in 2019, picking up to 7.2% in 2020,” the 

report said. “The downward revision of 0.3 percentage points for both years reflects 

a weaker-than-expected outlook for domestic demand.”

This latest cut in the forecast follows a series of cuts by the IMF in its previous 

updates.

In April, the IMF had cut India’s growth forecast for 2019-20 to 7.3%, which was 0.2 

percentage points lower than the forecast made in January, which itself was 0.1 

percentage points lower than the forecast made in October 2018.

The forecast of 7.2% growth for 2020-21 is 0.5 percentage points lower than what 

was forecast made in October and January. The 7% forecast for 2019-20, however, 

is in line with those made by the Reserve Bank of India, Chief Economic Adviser 

Krishnamurthy Subramanian and the Asian Development Bank.

The IMF has also cut its forecast for world GDP growth by 0.1 percentage point 

each in 2019 and 2020 to 3.2% and 3.5%, respectively.

The growth forecast for emerging markets and developing economies has also 
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been cut by 0.3 percentage points for 2019 to 4.1% and by 0.1 percentage points 

for 2020 to 4.7%.

China says it wants security & stability along India border

Chinese President Xi Jinping  

Ties with India improving, signals paper

China’s military  signalled that ties with India were improving, but warned the U.S. 

that it should not test Beijing’s one-China policy over Taiwan.

A white paper titled ‘China’s National Defence in the New Era’, released by the 

Chinese Defence Ministry, said Beijing was striving to promote security and stability 

along the India-China border. It has also created “favourable conditions” to peacefully 

resolve the Doklam military standoff — a reference to the military tensions between 

the two countries in the summer of 2017.

China has “taken effective measures to create favourable conditions for the peaceful 

resolution of the Donglang (Doklam) standoff”, the paper said.

But on the U.S., with which China is already engaged in a trade war, the white paper 

has gone ballistic, especially regarding the status of Taiwan, over which Beijing 

asserts its de jure sovereignty.

Beijing has called Taiwan “the most important and sensitive issue in China-U.S. 

relations”.

‘We will fight’

Addressing a press conference after the paper’s release, Defense Ministry spokesman 

Wu Qian said the threat of Taiwan separatism is growing. He warned that attempts 

by those seeking Taiwan’s independence were futile. “If anyone dares to separate 

Taiwan from China, the Chinese military will certainly fight, resolutely defending the 

country’s sovereign unity and territorial integrity.”

Tensions between China and the U.S. heightened earlier this month, after the 

State Department cleared $2.2 billion worth weapons sales, including 108 General 
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Dynamics Corp. M1A2T Abrams tanks and 250 Stinger missiles, apart from other 

weapons.

In turn, China has threatened to impose sanctions on U.S. companies engaged in 

arms trade with Taiwan.

The paper pointed out that the U.S. deployment of a missile defence system in 

South Korea had severely undermined the regional strategic balance.

China also stressed its resolve to counter supporters of separatism in Tibet as well 

as the Xinjiang region.

The paper accused the U.S. of adopting “unilateral policies”, adding that Washington 

“has provoked and intensified competition among major countries, significantly 

increased its defence expenditure, pushed for additional capacity in nuclear, outer 

space, cyber and missile defence, and undermined global strategic stability”.
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Rhino protection force deployed in Kaziranga

The team would also look after tigers

An 82-member special protection force trained to combat poachers and understand 

animal behaviour was deployed in the Kaziranga National Park (KNP) on Sunday.

Among the 82 personnel of the Special Rhino Protection Force (SRPF) are eight 

women.

“The SRPF is basically a tiger protection force named after the rhino since the threat 

of poaching is more for the one-horned herbivore. Their job profile includes protecting 

the striped cat since Kaziranga is also a tiger reserve,” KNP Director P. Sivakumar 

said.

The process of setting up the special force was started in 2015. The recruits were 

given the appointment letter in July 2018 after which they were trained at the Forest 

Guard School in eastern Assam’s Makum. The recruits also underwent weapons 

training at the 9th Assam Police Battalion in Nagaon district.

The 430 sq.km. KNP encompasses eight ranges under two wildlife divisions — 

Eastern Assam and Biswanath — straddling the river Brahmaputra. Of the 82 SRPF 

personnel, 60 have been assigned ranges under the Eastern Assam Wildlife Division 

on the southern bank of the river.

Why nuclear when India has an ‘ocean’ of energy

Though the ‘highly harmful’ source is regarded as saviour on certain counts, 

the country has a better option under the seas

If it is right that nothing can stop an idea whose time has come, it must be true 

the other way too — nothing can hold back an idea whose time has passed.

Just blow the dust off, you’ll see the writing on the wall: nuclear energy is fast 

running out of sand, at least in India. And there is something that is waiting to 

take its place.
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India’s 6,780 MW of nuclear power plants contributed to less than 3% of the 

country’s electricity generation, which will come down as other sources will 

generate more.

Perhaps India lost its nuclear game in 1970, when it refused to sign – even if 

with the best of reasons – the Non-Proliferation Treaty, which left the country 

to bootstrap itself into nuclear energy. Only there never was enough strap in 

the boot to do so.

In the 1950s, the legendary physicist Dr. Homi Bhabha gave the country a 

roadmap for the development of nuclear energy.

Three-stage programme

In the now-famous ‘three-stage nuclear programme’, the roadmap laid out 

what needs to be done to eventually use the country’s almost inexhaustible 

Thorium resources. The first stage would see the creation of a fleet of 

‘pressurised heavy water reactors’, which use scarce Uranium to produce 

some Plutonium. The second stage would see the setting up of several ‘fast 

breeder reactors’ (FBRs). These FBRs would use a mixture of Plutonium and 

the reprocessed ‘spent Uranium from the first stage, to produce energy and 

more Plutonium (hence ‘breeder’), because the Uranium would transmute into 

Plutonium. Alongside, the reactors would convert some of the Thorium into 

Uranium-233, which can also be used to produce energy. After 3-4 decades 

of operation, the FBRs would have produced enough Plutonium for use in the 

‘third stage’. In this stage, Uranium-233 would be used in specially-designed 
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reactors to produce energy and convert more Thorium into Uranium-233—

you can keep adding Thorium endlessly.

Seventy years down the line, India is still stuck in the first stage. For the 

second stage, you need the fast breeder reactors. A Prototype Fast Breeder 

Reactor (PFBR) of 500 MW capacity, construction of which began way back 

in 2004, is yet to come on stream.

The problem is apparently nervousness about handling liquid Sodium, used 

as a coolant. If Sodium comes in contact with water it will explode; and the 

PFBR is being built on the humid coast of Tamil Nadu. The PFBR has always 

been a project that would go on stream “next year”. The PFBR has to come 

online, then more FBRs would need to be built, they should then operate for 

30-40 years, and only then would begin the coveted ‘Thorium cycle’! Nor is 

much capacity coming under the current, ‘first stage’. The 6,700 MW of plants 

under construction would, some day, add to the existing nuclear capacity of 

6,780 MW. The government has sanctioned another 9,000 MW and there 

is no knowing when work on them will begin. These are the home-grown 

plants. Of course, thanks to the famous 2005 ‘Indo-U.S. nuclear deal’, there 

are plans for more projects with imported reactors, but a 2010 Indian ‘nuclear 

liability’ legislation has scared the foreigners away. With all this, it is difficult 

to see India’s nuclear capacity going beyond 20,000 MW over the next two 

decades.

Now, the question is, is nuclear energy worth it all?

There have been three arguments in favour of nuclear energy: clean, cheap 

and can provide electricity 24x7 (base load). Clean it is, assuming that you 

could take care of the ticklish issue of putting away the highly harmful spent 

fuel.

But cheap, it no longer is. The average cost of electricity produced by the 

existing 22 reactors in the country is around Rs. 2.80 a kWhr, but the new 

plants, which cost Rs. 15-20 crore per MW to set up, will produce energy that 
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cannot be sold commercially below at least Rs. 7 a unit. Nuclear power is 

pricing itself out of the market.

Nuclear plants can provide the ‘base load’ — they give a steady stream of 

electricity day and night, just like coal or gas plants. Wind and solar power 

plants produce energy much cheaper, but their power supply is irregular. 

With gas not available and coal on its way out due to reasons of cost and 

global warming concerns, nuclear is sometimes regarded as the saviour. But 

we don’t need that saviour any more; there is a now a better option.

Ocean energy

The seas are literally throbbing with energy. There are at least several 

sources of energy in the seas. One is the bobbing motion of the waters, or 

ocean swells — you can place a flat surface on the waters, with a mechanical 

arm attached to it, and it becomes a pump that can be used to drive water or 

compressed air through a turbine to produce electricity. Another is by tapping 

into tides, which flow during one part of the day and ebb in another. You can 

generate electricity by channelling the tide and place a series of turbines in 

its path. One more way is to keep turbines on the sea bed at places where 

there is a current — a river within the sea. Yet another way is to get the 

waves dash against pistons in, say, a pipe, so as to compress air at the other 

end. Sea water is dense and heavy, when it moves it can punch hard — and, 

it never stops moving.

All these methods have been tried in pilot plants in several parts of the 

world—Brazil, Denmark, U.K., Korea. There are only two commercial plants 

in the world—in France and Korea—but then ocean energy has engaged the 

world’s attention.

For sure, ocean energy is costly today.

India’s Gujarat State Power Corporation had a tie-up with U.K.’s Atlantic 

Resources for a 50 MW tidal project in the Gulf of Kutch, but the project 
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was given up after they discovered they could sell the electricity only at Rs. 

13 a kWhr. But then, even solar cost Rs. 18 a unit in 2009! When technology 

improves and scale-effect kicks-in, ocean energy will look real friendly.

Initially, ocean energy would need to be incentivised, as solar was. Where do 

you find the money for the incentives? By paring allocations to the Department 

of Atomic Energy, which got Rs. 13,971 crore for 2019-20.

Also, wind and solar now stand on their own legs and those subsidies could 

now be given to ocean energy.

Larger features of total solar eclipse match IISER Kolkata’s 

prediction

Spot on:The team’s prediction (right panel) of two bright petal like structures in the 

Sun’s corona were confirmed by the observations of the eclipsed Sun (left panel).

Durgesh Tripathi and CESSIDurgesh_Tripathi_and_CESSI  

The team predicted the shape of the Sun’s atmosphere at the time of the eclipse 

using a two-step model

Scientists from the Indian Institute of Science Education and Research (IISER) 

Kolkata were in for a pleasant surprise as the total solar eclipse on July 2 proved 

their prediction correct in its major features. They joined solar physicists from India 

and several international researchers who had gathered in Argentina to view the 

eclipse.
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While their aim was to check whether their prediction of the shape of the corona had 

been realised, imaging the solar corona, or the Sun’s atmosphere was the motivation 

for many others. The corona can only be viewed during a total solar eclipse. This 

total solar eclipse was visible only within a narrow strip of land stretching over Chile 

and Argentina.

Dibyendu Nandi’s group, from IISER Kolkata, had used a two-step model to 

predict first the shape of the solar magnetic field on the day of the eclipse and then 

extrapolate it to describe what the corona would look like. “Our predictions of two 

cross-equatorial streamers, or bright petal like structures the Sun’s Corona were 

confirmed by the observations,” said Prof. Nandi in an email to The Hindu.

Space weather

The model built up by the IISER Kolkata team can be used to predict space 

weather. It will also be useful in analysing data from the proposed Indian space 

mission - Aditya-L1 – which is meant to study the Sun’s corona. “We now know 

the basic theoretical premise of our computational modelling is correct. This work 

has given us confidence to utilise similar theoretical models for supporting the 

interpretation of data from India’s Aditya-L1 solar space mission which is currently 

under development,” says Prof. Nandi.

The path of the eclipse was known well in advance and hence a professional 

meeting was planned for solar physicists about a year earlier.

“The local organisers looked at possible locations near San Juan (which is situated 

at the edge of the path). One needs to go to the central line for maximum duration of 

totality,” said Dipankar Banerjee, solar physicist from Indian Institute of Astrophysics 

who helped organise the meeting.

“Special permission was needed to reach this place; apparently tourists are not 

allowed to these locations,” he added in his email to The Hindu .

This eclipse offered an excellent opportunity to view and image the corona. Despite 

being hotter than the layers of the Sun that lie within, the corona has lower density 

of photons. For this reason, the inner layers of the Sun such as the photosphere 
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outshine the corona, rendering it practically invisible. Except, that is, when the Moon 

totally occults the Sun. But just before totality, light from the Sun reaches viewers, 

first as a brilliant spot of light known as the “diamond ring.” At this stage, you can 

see the chromosphere and solar prominences. The next instant, when the Moon’s 

disc covers the Sun, we see an uneven ring of light – the corona. This is seen only 

during the totality.

Details to be analysed

The broad features of the corona are as predicted by the IISER Kolkata team. “We 

have to perform a detailed analysis to ascertain which fine scale features of the 

corona we got right and what aspects we did not. For this we have to wait for 

technically processed images and other scientific observations acquired during the 

eclipse by teams from the US National Science Foundation, regional observatories 

in Chile and Argentina and space-based satellites,” explains Prof. Nandi.

Based on constraints set by these observations, the group plans to refine their 

models before translating these into operational space weather forecasting tools.

University of Hyderabad’s inhibitor increases effectiveness of 

malaria drugs

Synergy:When the inhibitor is used along with the drug, less concentration of the 

drug is sufficient to kill the parasites, say Mrinal Kanti Bhattacharyya (right) and 

Pratap Vydyam.  

The inhibitor blocks an enzyme that is crucial in repairing DNA damage in malaria-

causing parasite

A small inhibitor that blocks an enzyme (Rad51) that plays a crucial role in repairing 

DNA damage in malaria-causing parasite — Plasmodium falciparum — has been 

identified by researchers from the University of Hyderabad.

Both strands of the malaria parasite DNA get broken naturally. When DNA repair is 

prevented it can lead to the accumulation of several double-strand breaks causing 
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death of the parasites. Also, certain anti-malaria drugs such as artemisinin are 

designed to kill the parasites by causing such breaks in the DNA. So when the 

inhibitor is used along with such drugs, the effectiveness of the drugs increases 

drastically in both drug-sensitive and drug-resistant malaria.

Plenty of DNA double-strand breaks occur naturally in malaria parasites due to errors 

during replication. Also, when the parasites infect the red blood cells, free radicals are 

generated (during haemoglobin detoxification). The free radicals produce numerous 

double-strand breaks.

“In an earlier study we found that the parasites use a particular mechanism — 

homologous recombination — to repair DNA double-strand breaks. In the present 

study we demonstrated that the inhibitor targets and prevents the Rad51 enzyme 

from functioning. The Rad51 enzyme is essential for the homologous recombination 

repair mechanism,” says Prof. Mrinal Kanti Bhattacharyya from the Department of 

Biochemistry at the University of Hyderabad. Prof. Bhattacharyya is the corresponding 

author of a paper published in the Journal of Biological Chemistry . The work was 

done in collaboration with Dr. Sunanda Bhattacharyya from the Department of 

Biotechnology and Bioinformatics, UoH.

Double-strand breaks

The researchers created genome-wide double-strand breaks using a chemical. And 

they found that in the presence of the inhibitor the parasites were unable to repair 

the break, leading to death causing death. “The inhibitor blocks DNA repair in both 

drug-sensitive and drug-resistant malaria parasites,” says Pratap Vydyam from the 

Department of Biochemistry at the University of Hyderabad and first author of the 

paper.

Artemisinin drug used for treating malaria is designed to generate more double-

strand breaks. Similarly, chloroquine is also thought to produce more double-strand 

breaks by increasing the generation of free radicals inside red blood cells. “When 

the inhibitor is used together with the drugs the effect is pronounced leading to sharp 

reduction in parasite load,” says Prof. Bhattacharyya. “The inhibitor has a synergistic 
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effect and so less concentration of the drugs is sufficient to kill the parasites.”

In the case of drug-sensitive malaria parasites, the effectiveness of artemisinin 

to kill the parasites increases sharply when used together with the inhibitor. The 

synergistic effect is so pronounced that a 15-fold less concentration of artemisinin is 

sufficient to kill 50% of parasites. Compared with artemisinin, the synergistic effect 

of the inhibitor and chloroquine in killing the parasites is relatively less -- there is an 

8-fold reduction in drug concentration to kill 50% of the parasites.

In the case of drug-resistant parasites, when the inhibitor is used along with 

chloroquine, 6.48-fold less concentration of the drug is sufficient kill 50% of 

parasites, while it is only 4.6-fold reduction when the inhibitor is used together with 

artemisinin.

“Reducing the concentration of drug used for treating a disease is desirable. So 

achieving several-fold reduction in the concentration of the drug to kill the parasites 

in the presence of the inhibitor, we have enhanced the effectiveness of the drugs,” 

says Prof. Bhattacharyya. “Importantly, we have increased the effectiveness of the 

drugs even in the case of drug-resistant malaria parasites.”

There is increasing prevalence of malaria parasites that are resistant to artemisinin, 

a first-line drug. So increasing the effectiveness of the drug becomes important.

The researchers will soon start testing the inhibitor on mouse malaria model.

ISRO’s lunar touchdown has dry run on soil fetched from Tamil 

Nadu

Chandrayaan-2’s lander and rover were tested on a simulated surface

Newly designed cars are tested for road-worthiness on terrain where they would 

be driven, while new aircraft are test-flown in the skies. But where on earth did the 

Chandrayaan-2 mission’s lander and rover, which will head for the moon on July 15, 

check out their legs and wheels?

More than a decade ago, even as the Chandrayaan-1 orbiter mission of 2008 was 
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being readied, the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) created a proto-

Lunar Terrain Test Facility (LTTF) at its advanced satellite testing unit, ISITE, in 

Bengaluru. This, it did, by modifying a balloon research lab, about 30-40 m high, 

long and wide.

At the time, ISRO was grappling with the task of indigenously executing the cryogenic 

stage for its GSLV Mk-II rocket. Any thought of sending a moon lander was a distant 

dream of low priority. Equipping the LTTF and making it look and feel like being on 

the moon was the first challenge. It needed lunar ‘soil’ with almost all its features 

and texture, lunar temperatures, low gravity and the same amount of sunlight as on 

the moon.

For recreating the terrain, an option was to import simulated lunar soil from the U.S. 

— at an exorbitant $150 a kg (the then prevailing price). The facility needed about 

60-70 tonnes of soil.

ISITE’s parent, the U.R. Rao Satellite Centre, or URSC (it was called the ISRO 

Satellite Centre or ISAC at the time) did buy a small amount of simulated lunar soil 

from the U.S., but soon decided to find its own solution at a lower cost.

M. Annadurai, who as URSC Director oversaw activities related to the Chandrayaan-

2 spacecraft until he retired in August 2018, recounts that geologists of various 

national agencies had found that a few sites near Salem in Tamil Nadu had the 
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‘anorthosite’ rock that somewhat matches lunar soil in composition and features. 

The URSC’s lunar soil simulation studies team zeroed in on Sithampoondi and 

Kunnamalai villages for the soil.

It turned out to be a Rs. 25- crore project: experts from the National Institute of 

Technology in Tiruchi, Periyar University in Salem, and the Indian Institute of Science, 

Bengaluru, joined in, working without any fee.

Vikram lander tested over Challakere ‘craters’

Getting set: Hoisting of the Vikram lander during the Chandrayaan-2 spacecraft 

integration. ISROISRO  

Lunar lighting created by studios at test facility

To simulate the lunar surface at the Bengaluru test facility, professional crushers 

broke down the rocks brought from around Salem in Tamil Nadu to the micro grain 

sizes sought by the ISRO-led team. Transporters moved the tonnes of this ‘lunar 

earth’ to ISITE, all free of charge, Dr. M. Annadurai, former U.R. Rao Satellite Centre 

(URSC) Director recalls.

These challenges were not there when he led the first lunar orbiting-only mission, 

Chandrayaan-1, as its project director. At the Lunar Terrain Test Facility (LTTF), 

the team spread the soil trucked in from Salem up to a height of about 2 metres. 

Studios were hired to illuminate the facility exactly as sunlight would play on the 

lunar terrain.
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On the Moon, the metre-long rover, weighing 27 kg, must move for about 500 metres 

during its expected life of 14 Earth days (one lunar day). Rover tests began as early 

as in 2015. The ISRO team had to reckon with the weak lunar gravity, about 16.5% 

of Earth’s. The rover’s weight was artificially reduced using helium balloons.

Previous missions by other countries have suggested that the southern part of the 

Moon is mineral rich with the promise of water, which was first confirmed by the 

Chandrayaan-1 mission.

Lunar south pole

ISRO Chairman K. Sivan recently said the Indian lander Vikram would be the first 

ever spacecraft to land at the lunar south pole.

It has two site options, the craters Manzinus-C and Simpelius-N.

The sites were picked after scouring through a few thousand lunar images from 

Chandrayaan-1 and other missions.

For testing the lander, ISRO had a large test bed created at its new R&D campus at 

the Challakere Science City, some 400 km from Bengaluru. Vikram’s set of sensors, 

called the Hazard Detection and Avoidance (HDA) system, is a critical part of the 

mission.

Sometime in 2016, the URSC created several artificial ‘lunar’ craters at the Challakere 

site. Late that year the team put a test bed of lander sensors in a small ISRO plane 

and flew it over the craters to see if the sensors could read the terrain and find the 

right landing spot.

According to Dr. Annadurai, the success of the landing depends on the sensors’ 

correctly guiding the lander to a safe site; and the fuel in the lander lasting for 

duration of the whole exercise.

Chandrayaan-2 all set for 3.84 lakh km voyage

ISRO to launch moon landing mission at 2.51 a.m. 

Chandrayaan-2, the first Indian moon landing mission, is all set to head on its 3.84 
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lakh km voyage to the moon in the wee hours of Monday, July 15.

The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) has scheduled the launch of its 

lunar probe, by a GSLV MkIII rocket, from the country’s Sriharikota spaceport for 

2.51 a.m. And the countdown is set to begin at 6.51 a.m. .

A sequel to Chandrayaan-1, which was launched in 2008 and only orbited the moon 

at a distance of 100 km, Chandrayaan-2 entails the first attempt by any nation to 

make a landing on the moon’s mineral rich south pole.

Elite group

The mission is to put a lander and a robotic, solar-powered rover with six wheels 

on the lunar terrain on September 6 for a brief on-site exploration. If ISRO achieves 

the feat in its first attempt, it will make India only the fourth country to soft-land on 

the lunar surface. The erstwhile Soviet Union, the U.S. — which has done it multiple 

times — and China are the only countries to have achieved lunar landings.

Ever since the spacecraft left the U.R. Rao Satellite Centre in Bengaluru and was 

integrated with the GSLV MkIII launch vehicle around early July, the Satish Dhawan 

Space Centre (SDSC) at Sriharikota has been the hub of mission activities.

During the journey, the lander rides on the parent spacecraft and the smaller rover 

nestles inside the lander. The entire assembly weighs about 3,840 kg, according to 

ISRO.
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The combined entity is programmed to function autonomously through the course 

of the mission. Post-launch, the spacecraft’s orbit will be gradually raised six times 

over 17 days before it is catapulted out of the earth’s orbit towards moon. The 3.84 

lakh km journey will take five days, but the combined spacecraft must orbit the moon 

for about 28 days before the lander separates itself from the orbiter and descends 

on to the lunar terrain.

The exercise would take 52 days, with the lander-rover combine programmed to 

reach the lunar terrain on September 6, ISRO Chairman K.Sivan said at a briefing in 

June. The rover would be launched from the lander after about four hours and would 

roam the terrain for about 500 m over the next 14 earth days — or one day on the 

moon.

Imaging, sampling the soil for minerals and water are some of the mission’s tasks 

and information will be conveyed to earth through the orbiter or lander, and via the 

Indian Deep Space Network at Byalalu near Bengaluru.

The solar-powered lander and rover are not expected to last beyond one lunar day 

but 100 km above the moon’s surface, the orbiter will continue to scan, click and 

observe lunar features for at least a year.

ISRO’s new 5,000-seater launch viewing gallery is expected to be packed with 

late-night onlookers. President Ram Nath Kovind is scheduled to visit the centre to 

witness the launch.

TIFR desalinates seawater without electricity

Alternative metal:The next step after this preliminary study is to replace gold with 

some inexpensive metal to make it sustainable, say (from left) Mahak Dhiman, Vivek 

Polshettiwar and Ayan Maity.Special Arrangement  

Alternatively, gold nanoparticles can be used to convert carbon dioxide into 

methane

Using gold nanoparticles that absorb sunlight over the entire visible region and even 
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the near infrared light, researchers at the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research 

(TIFR), Mumbai, have been able to desalinate seawater to produce drinking 

water. Unlike the conventional reverse osmosis that is energy intensive, the gold 

nanoparticles require no external energy to produce potable water from seawater.

Using 2.5 mg of gold nanoparticles, the team led by Vivek Polshettiwar from TIFR’s 

Department of Chemical Sciences was able to use sunlight to heat the water to 85 

degree C and generate steam to produce drinking water from seawater. Since the 

temperature reached is high, about 10% of seawater becomes steam (and hence 

drinking water) in about 30 minutes.

Alternatively, the gold nanoparticles can be used to convert carbon dioxide into 

methane. This happens when the light absorbed by the gold nanoparticles excites 

the electrons, and the excited electrons when transferred into carbon dioxide 

converts it into methane in the presence of hydrogen. The hydrogen comes from 

the water that is used as a reaction solvent.

“At present, the conversion of carbon dioxide to methane is low — about 1.5 

micromole per gram. It is desirable to increase the conversion one-fold to millimole 

range. We are finding ways to improve the conversion rate,” says Prof. Polshettiwar. 

The results of the study were published in the journal Chemical Science.

The gold nanoparticles decorate the surface of 3D fibrous silica nanosphere structure. 

The silica nanospheres measuring 400-500 nanometres are first functionalised with 

amines. In the presence of a reducing agent, the gold chloride gets deposited on 

the silica nanospheres. The gold nanoparticles were made bigger though cycles of 

deposition.

“We used a different reducing agent that allows the gold to get deposited only 

on already formed nanospheres and not form new nanoparticles,” says Prof. 

Polshettiwar. “A weak reducing agent does not allow gold to reach a critical 

concentration for it to form new nanoparticles. But in certain channels of the fibrous 

material, the concentration of the gold precursors was sufficient to form new nuclei 

leading to the formation of new nanoparticles.”
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The formation of smaller gold nanoparticles allows variation in size, which is essential 

for harvesting light. Each gold nanoparticle has an electron cloud on the surface 

that resonates with light. As the gold nanoparticles come closer when they grow 

bigger, the resonating electron cloud starts coupling together. This allows the gold 

nanoparticles to absorb light of different wavelength — visible and near infrared 

light.

While gold takes on different co lours including red at nanometre size, it is not possible 

to make it black by simply changing the size of the nanoparticle. “By changing the 

size and shape of gold nanoparticles we can tune the light absorption characteristic 

in the visible region. When we have plenty of gold nanoparticles in the vicinity of 

each other we can achieve completely absorption of visible light leading to black 

colour,” says Mahak Dhiman from TIFR and one of the first authors of the paper.

“There is huge electromagnetic field and thermal heat produced about 1 nanometre 

around the gold nanoparticle. This is called a hotspot. Such hotspots are present 

only when there is a gap between the gold nanoparticles. The gaps provide higher 

surface area,” says Ayan Maity from TIFR and the other first author. So more number 

of nanoparticles with gaps in between them are needed to generate more thermal 

hotspots.

“This is only a preliminary study. The next step should be to replace gold with some 

inexpensive metal to make it sustainable,” says Dhiman.

Speed restrictions and sound alerts mooted for protection of 

dolphins

Big challenge:The population of the Ganges dolphin has been pegged between 150 

and 200.WWF  

Congress MP Shashi Tharoor had raised the issue in Parliament on July 11

Restricting the speeds of vessels and blowing sirens and horns is how the Ministry 

of Shipping plans to safeguard the population of the Ganges River Dolphin, in the 
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country’s one dolphin reserve through which National Waterway-1 connecting Haldia 

to Varanasi passes.

The response by the Ministry was tabled in Parliament on July 11 in response to a 

question by Congress MP Shashi Tharoor.

Mr. Tharoor asked about steps taken by the government to ensure that the dolphins 

will not be adversely affected by the National Waterways Project, among other 

questions on the subject.

The Vikramshila Gangetic Dolphin Sanctuary (VGDS), from Sultanganj to Kahalganj 

on the Ganga in Bihar is the only dolphin sanctuary in the country. The Ministry in its 

response admitted that the Sultanganj-Kahalgaon stretch of National Waterway-1 

passes through it.

“Vessel speed would be restricted to 2.7 knots in Vikramshila Gangetic Dolphin 

Sanctuary (VGDS) area to reduce the noise generation from propeller… lf any 

aquatic mammal/dolphin is spotted, then the measures will be taken to push it away 

through sirens/signals,” the Ministry said.

The other mitigation measures, according to the Ministry, include fitting vessels with 

propeller guards and dolphin deflectors to minimise dolphin accidents and using 

non-toxic paints for painting vessels.

The Ministry said the mitigations are based on Comprehensive Environmental 

and Social lmpact Assessment (ESIA) study on National Waterway-I including on 

stretches falling within VGDS.

Officials out of loop
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S. Sudharkar, Divisional Forest Officer, Bhagalpur, who is directly responsible 

for maintenance of the sanctuary, said the forest department has neither got any 

proposal about the plying of vessels through the dolphin sanctuary nor on the 

mitigation measures.

Arvind Mishra, member of IUCN Species Survival Commission said the Ministry’s 

response of blowing sirens after spotting dolphins clearly brings to the fore the limited 

understanding of behaviour and habitat of the Ganges dolphin.

“Dolphins are difficult to spot and even after they are spotted if sirens are sounded 

it will not only disturb them more but also a number of other migratory birds and 

aquatic fauna,” he said.

Mr. Mishra said that using the Ganga for navigation will be detrimental to the 

biodiversity of the river.

Experts have pegged the population of the Ganges dolphin in VGDS from 150 to 

200.

Samir Sinha, Division Head - Species Recovery & Protected Area Recovery, Wildlife 

Trust of India, said the habitat of the Ganges dolphin is not limited to the sanctuary.

Experts also warned that dredging the river bed will disturb the ecosystem and river 

geo morphology, something which the forest officials also agree.

12 Indian beaches in the race to crest the ‘Blue Flag’ challenge

The Radhanagar beach in Havelock, Andaman.R. RavindranR. Ravindran  

International recognition conferred on beaches that meet certain criteria of cleanliness 
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and environmental propriety

The Union Environment Ministry has selected 12 beaches in India to vie for a ‘Blue 

Flag’ certification, an international recognition conferred on beaches that meet certain 

criteria of cleanliness and environmental propriety.

These beaches are at Shivrajpur (Gujarat), Bhogave (Maharashtra), Ghoghla 

(Diu), Miramar (Goa), Kasarkod and Padubidri (Karnataka), Kappad (Kerala), Eden 

(Puducherry), Mahabalipuram (Tamil Nadu), Rushikonda (Andhra Pradesh), Golden 

(Odisha), and Radhanagar (Andaman & Nicobar Islands).

International standards

“To achieve the internationally recognised highest standard for the purpose of beach 

management, planning and execution of projects for infrastructure development, 

cleanliness, safety and security services, these beaches have been identified for 

Blue Flag Certification in different States and Union Territories,” reads a notification 

by the Ministry. The Blue Flag Programme for beaches and marinas is run by the 

international, non-governmental, non-profit organisation FEE (the Foundation for 

Environmental Education). It started in France in 1985 and has been implemented 

in Europe since 1987, and in areas outside Europe since 2001, when South Africa 

joined. Japan and South Korea are the only countries in South and southeastern 

Asia to have Blue Flag beaches. Spain tops the list with 566 such beaches; Greece 

and France follow with 515 and 395, respectively.

33 criteria

There are nearly 33 criteria that must be met to qualify for a Blue Flag certification, 

such as the water meeting certain quality standards, having waste disposal facilities, 

being disabled- friendly, have first aid equipment, and no access to pets in the main 

areas of the beach. Some criteria are voluntary and some compulsory.

India is set to apply for certification for two beaches, at Shivrajpur and Ghogla, by the 

end of this month. About Rs. 20 crore have been spent on each and the FEE jury will 

decide by October if these beaches meet the mark, an official in the Ministry told The 
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Hindu .

If approved, beaches are given the qualification for a year and must apply annually 

to continue meriting the right to fly the flag at their locations.

To help Indian beaches meet these criteria, the Ministry has allowed structures such 

container toilet blocks, change rooms, shower panels, mini grey water treatment 

plants in an enclosed structure, mini solid waste recycling plants and off-grid solar 

photovoltaic panels, provided they are a minimum 10 metres from the high tide 

line.

Monitor biomedical waste management: NGT
Asks States to set up common treatment and disposal facilities, if not done yet

The National Green Tribunal (NGT) has directed all States and Union Territories to 

furnish a report on the amount of biomedical waste generated and asked them to 

set up common treatment and disposal facilities, if not done yet.

A Bench headed by NGT Chairperson Justice Adarsh Kumar Goel directed the 

District Magistrates across States to monitor compliance of the biomedical waste 

management rules, twice a month.

Stating that a District Environment Plan needs to be in place across the country, 

the green panel further said that the plan can be operated by district committees 

comprising representatives from the respective panchayats, local bodies, regional 

officers and State pollution control boards.

“We place on record our disapproval of the inaction of States in furnishing the 

inventory studies as well as for incomplete inventories. The States which have not 

yet constituted state-level advisory committee may also do so within two months. 

The action plans and their execution must be carried out having regard to the key 

performance indicators,” the Bench said.

The Bench warned States of imposing environmental compensation if the orders 

are not complied with.
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NCBS: How micro RNAs regulate the colour of fruits, leaves

Transgenic:Plants grown from infected “ex-plants” had reddish leaves and abundant 

anthocyanin, says (from left) Varsha Tirumalai, Ashwin Nair andP V Shivaprasad.  

Engineered plants can produce anthocyanin and flavonol which have medicinal 

uses, the team finds

A team from the National Centre for Biological Sciences (NCBS), Bengaluru, has 

found that the rich colour in fruits and leaves of plants are indirectly controlled by 

specific micro RNAs — miR828 and miR858.

Grape plants bear fruits having colours that can be deep purple or green. This colour 

is due to compounds called anthocyanins and flavonols, both of which are present 

in grape fruits.

When the grape plant has a high amount of anthocyanin as compared to flavonol, 

the fruits are deep purple. When the reverse is true, the grapes are not brightly 

coloured. The relative abundance of anthocyanin and flavonol is controlled by genes 

known as the MYB transcription factors. Also referred to as activators, when present 

in large amounts, they result in dark purple grape, as in the Bangalore Blue variety, 

and absence correlates with lack of bright colour but high incidence of flavonols as 

in the Dilkhush grape variety.

Repressor target

“Researchers knew microRNAs can regulate MYBs, but they did not know why such 

a regulation takes place. They were mostly working with Arabidopsis model where 

one might not see coloured fruits,” says P V Shivaprasad of the Epigenetics lab in 

NCBS, where the work was done.

The team found that the microRNAs miR828 and miR858 were also found in 

abundance when the grapes had dark colour. Hence they figured out that there must 

be an intermediary repressor which was what the miRNA targeted.

“The microRNA was targeting something that is competing with the activator MYB. 
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This [competing factor] is a repressor of the anthocyanin pathways,” says Varsha 

Tirumalai, PhD student at NCBS and first author of the paper published in the Journal 

of Experimental Botany.

Micro RNAs are regulators of gene expression, acting like switches. They decide 

which protein should be made and how much in a given cell or tissue or an organism. 

They are tiny, having some 20 to 22 digits of RNA. The miRNA inhibit target RNAs 

by cutting them into two bits in plants. The miRNAs partner with a protein called 

Argonaute to do this regulation.

Two experiments

The researchers did two sets of experiments with tobacco plants (Nicotiana 

tabacum). First, they injected through the stomata in the leaves of the plants, 

anAgrobacterium culture by which overexpression of the gene in question was 

achieved. This method of feeding the culture led to a local effect in the particular 

leaf only. Also the cells in the leaves were not damaged as the injection was done 

through the stomata. The leaves also overexpressed the gene and changed colour 

to a reddish shade.

They also did another experiment in which instead of pushing the culture through the 

stomata they infected an “ex plant”— a scientific term for a piece of the plant from 

which the whole plant can be grown. They found that the plants grown in this manner 

had reddish leaves and abundant anthocyanin.

“This was very interesting. I have never seen red-leaved tobacco plants earlier. 

Abundant flavonols were not produced in tobacco earlier,” says Varsha.

“Anthocyanins and flavonols remove reactive oxygen species that damage DNA, 

RNA and proteins. Reactive oxygen species are involved in most human diseases,” 

explains Dr Shivaprasad.

Biofortification

Plants having anthocyanin and flavonol can be generated by controlling the 

microRNAs affecting them. “We can make more of them in tobacco, which can be 

extracted easily and used as supplements,” he adds. The genes identified here can 
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be used in biofortification.

The group is trying to patent flavonol engineering. Their next step is to find out how 

the MYB transcription factor works to make the specific enzymes needed to make 

flavonols.

Ebola vaccine tested during epidemic saves lives in Congo

Prevention:A woman getting vaccinated in Conakry, Guinea, on March 10, 2015, 

during the first clinical trials of Merck’s vaccine.AFPCELLOU BINANI  

Preliminary data from vaccination in Congo suggest the vaccine has 97.5% efficacy 

in preventing Ebola

The 2014–2015 Ebola epidemic mainly in the three western African countries of 

Guinea, Liberia and Sierra Leone has been the deadliest one since the virus became 

known in 1976. It caused disease in 28,616 people and killed 11,310 others. But 

what stands out as a remarkable scientific and public health achievement has been 

the conduct of a large clinical trial in Guinea to test the efficacy of an Ebola vaccine 

in the midst of the epidemic.

The phase-3 clinical trial involving thousands of volunteers tested the efficacy of 

Merck’s vaccine (VSV-EBOV) to protect vaccinated individuals from getting infected 

with Ebola virus.

The phase-1 and phase-2 clinical trials involving fewer volunteers were carried out 

in Europe and Africa in 2014-2015 and consequently used in Guinea in 2015 during 

vaccination campaigns even when it was being tested in the phase-3 trial.

Clinical trials

During the trial, the vaccine was administered to 2,119 individuals who had come 

in contact with a person infected with or died due to Ebola virus and 2,041 people 

who had come in contact with the primary contacts (known as contacts of contacts). 

In July 2015, an interim analysis revealed that the vaccine had 100% efficacy. The 

final results of the trial, too, showed the same result. The duration of protection is 
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not known, though a few studies suggest protection up to one year.

So when Ebola struck the Democratic Republic of Congo on August 1, 2018, the 

decision to use Merck’s vaccine, which has not been licensed in any country for 

clinical use, was taken without much thought as it was the only vaccine that been 

tested in phase-3 trials. Also, the World Health Organization’s Strategic Advisory 

Group of Experts on Immunization (SAGE) had in March 2017, recommended that 

in the absence of a licensed vaccine for Ebola, the investigational vaccine could be 

used during an outbreak caused by the Zaire strain of the virus.

The vaccine was developed by the Public Health Agency of Canada and licensed to 

NewLink Genetics. In November 2014, Merck entered into a licensing agreement with 

NewLink Genetics to research, develop, manufacture and distribute the vaccine.

The vaccine was administered to nearly 29,000 health-care workers and about 

94,000 primary contacts and contacts of contacts in Congo under “compassionate 

use”. The vaccination began a week after the outbreak was officially declared.

Efficacious vaccine

Putting to rest the debate on the extent of efficacy during the phase-3 trial, the WHO 

noted that the preliminary data suggest that the vaccine used during the current 

outbreaks in Congo was 97.5% efficacious in preventing Ebola infection.

Of the 94,000 people who were vaccinated during the current outbreaks, only 71 

developed the disease. Of the 71, only 15 developed symptoms 10 or more days 

after vaccination. The majority — 57 individuals — displayed symptoms within nine 

days of vaccination, before the vaccine could fully protect them. It had become 

clear during the trials that the vaccine needed 10 days to fully protect vaccinated 

individuals.

There were only nine deaths among the 57 people who developed the disease 

before the vaccine could be fully protective. In comparison, no deaths were reported 

among people who developed the disease more than 10 days post vaccination.

More importantly, 54 of the 71 Ebola cases were in high-risk contacts, and only two 

cases were among the contacts of contacts, thus underlining the effectiveness of 
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the ring vaccination strategy in preventing the spread of the disease. In the ring 

vaccination strategy, the spread of the virus is curtailed by creating protective rings 

by vaccinating people based on the risk of infection. The first ring of protection is 

created by vaccinating everyone who has come in contact with infected persons 

or their bodies, or has lived in the same house. The second ring — contacts of 

contacts — comprises neighbours and family members of all contacts.

As a result of delay in detecting and isolating cases and tracing the contacts, the virus 

continues to spread, and about 80 new cases are reported each week, the WHO 

said on July 17. The hotspots have been shifting and new cases are being reported 

from areas that were previously cleared. In May 2019, SAGE cautioned that virus 

transmission continues to occur in areas where there is difficulty in implementing 

ring vaccination and that new cases are being reported among unknown contacts.

Third ring

In order to cut the transmission chain, SAGE recommended the inclusion of a third 

ring of contacts to be vaccinated. Currently available evidence does not support 

mass immunisation of the population.

There are indications that the epidemic is not going to end anytime soon, and the 

number of people who need to be vaccinated is bound increase. To avoid any 

diversion of critical human resources and being in the thick of an epidemic, the 

Congo health minister has ruled out a clinical trial using Johnson & Johnson’s 

experimental vaccine. This would mean that more Merck vaccines would be needed 

to end this epidemic. Though Merck intends to double the supply by 2020, vaccine 

supplies are currently insufficient. The only way to stretch supplies of the vaccine to 

meet the ever-increasing demand is to use smaller doses.

In May 2019, SAGE recommended that the currently administered dose (1 ml) can 

be halved to match the dose tested in phase-3 trial in Guinea to protect health-care 

workers, contacts and contacts of contacts. People in the third ring could be given 

one-fifth the current dose. Instead of 10, it would take 28 days for the vaccine to 
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confer protection when one-fifth of the current dose is used. But it would provide a 

“reasonable risk-benefit trade-off for protection,” SAGE noted.

A new ‘clutch’ to engage the immune cell ‘gear’

Microscopic mystery:If the clutch is not active in the immune cells, they are unable 

to respond to the information from the outside, says Satyajit Mayor (right).  

Two adaptor proteins act like a clutch, help protein condensates get into the correct 

slot

A unique summer institute held at the Woods Hole Marine Biological Laboratory in 

the U.S. (during 2013-2018) helped unlock a few mysteries of the immune system. 

A team of leading biologists and biochemists identified a molecular ‘clutch’ which 

helps move clusters of proteins inside the immune cells.

Signalling machinery

The main aim of the study was to understand how the T-cell receptors, which play a 

main role in our immunity, form a signalling complex and how they build a signalling 

machinery that picks up information from the outside and use it to activate the 

immune mechanism.

The team identified two adaptor proteins which act as clutch and help protein 

condensates get into the correct slot.

Protein condensates are a form of a macromolecular assembly formed by multivalent 

proteins coming together to create a region that is highly concentrated. It is in the 

form of a phase separated patch, like oil droplets that form a distinct patch on 

water.

The recruitment of these adaptor proteins to the condensates was found to be 

influenced by where the T-cell receptor clusters are located.

“When a T-cell receptor binds to an antigen, the T-cell undergoes a global 

reorganisation forming a signalling centre at the site of the antigen-bound receptor. 

The continuous transport of the studied protein condensates towards this signalling 
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centre is important for maintaining the signalling output which is part of the immune 

response,” adds Prof. Darius Vasco Köster from the Marine Biological Laboratory 

at Woods Hole, U.S. in an email to The Hindu. He is one of the authors of the work 

published in the journal eLife.

The adaptor proteins also promoted association of the protein condensates with 

actin present inside the cell.

Crucial role

Actin plays a crucial role in cellular processes required for normal immune function. 

“We fully don’t know the implications of the function of these proteins, but we know 

that if the clutch is not active in the immune cells, they are unable to respond to 

the information from the outside. These adaptors are also quite general, they go 

and adapt to other processes as well,” says Prof. Satyajit Mayor, from the National 

Centre for Biological Sciences, Bengaluru, and one of the authors.

Understanding the cascade of events that take place in the immune cells can help 

develop new vaccines and treatment regimens.

Colistin banned in animal food industry

Cutting down on the use of colistin in animals improves the chances of reducing 

resistance to antibiotics.File Photo  

Experts call it a significant move in targeting development of resistance to the 

antibiotic
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The Ministry of Health and Family Welfare has issued an order prohibiting the 

manufacture, sale and distribution of colistin and its formulations for food-producing 

animals, poultry, aqua farming and animal feed supplements.

Intensivists across the country are rejoicing as the move is a “massive victory” 

for the movement against anti-microbial resistance. Colistin is a valuable, last-

resort antibiotic that saves lives in critical care units and in recent years, medical 

professionals have been alarmed by the number of patients who have exhibited 

resistance to the drug. Therefore, any move to ensure that arbitrary use of colistin in 

the food industry, particularly as growth supplements used in animals, poultry, aqua 

farms, would likely reduce the antimicrobial resistance within the country.

The order, issued , directed manufacturers of colistin and its formulations (since it is 

also used to treat humans) to affix a label on the container reading thus: Not to be 

used in food producing animals, poultry, aqua farming and animal feed supplements: 

on the package, insert and promotional literature.

Late last year, researchers from Apollo Cancer Hospital, Chennai, and Christian 

Medical College, Vellore, claimed, in a paper in the Journal of Global Antimicrobial 

Resistance, that samples of raw food lifted from across Chennai had tested positive 

for colistin-resistant bacteria. One of the authors, Abdul Ghafur of Apollo Hospital, 

is now dancing in joy. “It is a huge, massive, victory. This is what we have been 

campaigning for, for years. It is one broad sweep to ensure colistin does not enter the 

food we eat, and thereby, we don’t develop resistance to the antibiotic,” he says.

A number of experts seem to use superlatives in their response. “This is 

fantastic, a significant move in targeting the development of resistance,” says V. 

Ramasubramanian, infectious diseases expert, and medical director, Capstone 

clinic. “Excessive use of any drug leads to resistance. If you can cut the use of colistin 

as a growth factor in animals and limit it to therapeutic usage only, the chances of 

developing resistance to it goes down,” he explains, while pointing out it might be a 

challenge to implement the order.

Dr. Ghafur says awareness programmes need to be conducted for farmers, telling 
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them about the danger of using colistin in feed. “Most are not aware of the presence 

of colistin, since it comes mixed in the feed. However, we have had discussions with 

associations of poultry farmers and they have not objected to removing colistin from 

the mix.” Also, he argues that since the bulk of colistin (nearly 95%) is imported from 

China, it would also be easy to stop importing it within a short time.

Little room for SC/ST scientists in biotech bodies

RTI enquiry reveals poor representation

Scientists from Scheduled Castes (SC) and Scheduled Tribes (ST) are grossly under-

represented in scientific institutions funded by the Department of Biotechnology 

(DBT), a Right To Information query by a researcher has found.

Several of these institutions just about meet the government prescribed criteria for 

reservation — 15% for SC and 7.5% for ST. However, the RTI responses perused 

by The Hindu show that posts of scientist and technical grade staff (where reservation 

rules are not mandatory) see only single-digit representation from the reserved 

categories (excluding the Other Backward Classes category).

For instance, in the National Institute of Immunology (NII), an organisation funded 

by the DBT, 34 out of 208 permanent employees belong to the SC/ST category. 

However, only two from the SC category were scientists (Group A scientists in the 
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pay grade level 10 and above, where SC/ST reservations don’t apply). There was 

no scientist from the ST category.

In the Regional Centre for Biotechnology, another DBT institute, set up under the 

auspices of the UNESCO, four of the 44 permanent posts were held by SC/ST 

candidates. However, none were in the scientist category.

The Pune-based National Centre for Cell Sciences had the highest representation 

of SCs and STs among scientists — five in the SC category and two from the STs.

Of the 16 DBT institutions, only nine responded to a request for information on 

representation of scientists, said Ashok Kumar, the RTI applicant. Mr Kumar is a 

doctoral candidate at the Translational Health Science and Technology Institute 

(THSTI) in Faridabad, also an autonomous DBT institute. The THSTI records just 

two of its 32 permanent employees from the SC/ST category of whom one was in 

the scientist grade.

Responding to queries from The Hindu , Secretary, DBT, Renu Swarup, said the 

DBT was apprised of this problem last year and had taken corrective action. “A 

couple of institutes had a problem of representation. We now have a formula in place 

to ensure that scientists are adequately represented and our hires as of this May 

reflect this. However, recruitment also has to factor available vacancies, backlog, 

and skills required,” she said.

Perfect launch for Chandrayaan-2
India’s second lunar journey and its first-ever interplanetary mission to be spearheaded 

by two women, Project Director M. Vanitha and Mission Director Ritu Kharidhal, got 

a boost after the ambitious Chandrayaan-2 mission, headed to the moon’s South 

Pole region, and achieved an orbit 6,000 km more than what was targeted.

The Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) put behind last week’s setback 

and achieved a perfect launch at 2.43 p.m.  from the second launch pad at Satish 

Dhawan Space Centre, SHAR, in what was the GSLV-MKIII’s first operational 

flight.
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From the scientists at the Mission Control to those at the Viewing Gallery, the 

media centre, and millions watching on television across the nation, the launch 

seemed like a nail-biting sports match. The cheers, whistles and claps every time a 

launch objective was achieved, at the Viewing Gallery and the Media Centre, gave 

the launch a semblance of the reception normally given to film stars or excellent 

sportspersons.

27 new dengue cases reported in Dakshina Kannada

Dakshina Kannada district in-charge Secretary B.H. Anil Kumar and Deputy 

Commissioner Sasikanth Senthil S. at a meeting in Mangaluru .Special 

ArrangementSpecial Arrangement  

Authorities told to act swiftly to contain its spread

As many as 27 fresh cases of dengue were reported in Dakshina Kannada .

With this, the total number of dengue cases reported in the district in this month 

rose to 468. In all, four persons, including the cameraman of a television channel, 

have died of the fever in the district this month. Of the cases reported , 26 were from 

private hospitals in Mangaluru taluk and one was from a private hospital in Sullia 

taluk.

Additional Chief Secretary and district in-charge Secretary B.H. Anil Kumar, who 

reviewed the situation at a meeting, directed Mangaluru City Corporation and Health 

and Family Welfare Department officials to act swiftly to contain the spread of the 

disease.

Speaking at the meeting in the office of the Deputy Commissioner, he saidthere 

should be no lapses in the steps to be taken to contain the spread of dengue and 

other communicable diseases.

Officials should intensify measures already being taken to control the diseases, Mr. 

Anil Kumar said

Deputy Commissioner Sasikanth Senthil S. told the meeting that the district 
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administration had involved itself in controlling the spread of dengue. An official of the 

Department of Health and Family Welfare has been suspended for allegedly being 

lethargic in monitoring and containing the spread of dengue and other communicable 

diseases.

Meanwhile, city corporation officials, who continued their source reduction drive by 

clearing and destroying breeding spots of dengue-causing mosquito, collected Rs. 

45,000 as fine from those who have failed to take preventive measures, . Officials 

have been visiting apartments, government buildings, houses, shops, and other 

establishments as part of the exercise.

GSLV Mk-III helps reduce orbit-raising manoeuvres

The GSLV Mark III carrying Chandrayaan 2 lifting off from Sriharikota .S. R. 

Raghunathan  

Rocket placed Chandrayaan-2 at a 6,000 km higher apogee

In its maiden operational flight, the Geosynchronous Satellite Launch Vehicle – Mark 

III/M1 (GSLV Mk-III/M1) used for launching Chandrayaan-2 successfully placed the 

moon-bound spacecraft in a temporary orbit called the Earth Parking Orbit (EPO) 

with perigee (closest distance from the earth) of 170 km and an apogee (farthest 

distance from the earth) of 45,475 km.

The apogee of the EPO was about 6,000 km more than originally envisaged. As a 

result, the number of earth-bound phase steps or manoeuvres needed to take the 

satellite to the highest orbit of almost 1,44,000 km apogee has been reduced from 

six to five. The sixth would be a trans-lunar injection, said K. Sivan, Chairman of the 

Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO). The reduced number of manoeuvres 

would translate into fuel savings, he explained.

After the satellite is placed in the Earth Parking Orbit, the apogee is increased in steps 

to take it to the final earth-bound phase orbit of about 1,44,000 km. The satellite goes 

around the earth in elliptical orbits and to increase the apogee, the satellite fires 
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thrusters when it comes closest to the earth (perigee).

Avoiding heat stress

In the first of the orbit-raising exercises that was carried out on July 24, the perigee 

was increased from 170 km to 230 km, while the apogee was reduced from 45,475 

km to 45,162 km.

Explaining the rationale behind mainly focusing, initially, on increasing the orbiter’s 

perigee and not the apogee, Mr. Sivan told The Hindu : “At 169.7 km at perigee, 

the satellite is still in the earth’s atmosphere and so is exposed to heat stress while 

traveling at very high velocity. So we had to raise the perigee.”

Second move

The second orbit raising manoeuvre would be undertaken early morning on July 

26, when the focus would be on raising the apogee to 54,689 km, while the perigee 

distance would only increase by 20 km to 250 km.

“Totally, there will be five earth-bound, orbit-raising manoeuvres, including the one 

on July 24, before the trans-lunar insertion. If the satellite had not gained nearly 

6,000 km while being placed in the earth parking orbit, then there would have been 

totally six earth-bound phase orbit-raising manoeuvres,” Mr. Sivan said.

China, Russia, France share satellite data on Assam floods
They gave aerial images of five flood-hit districts to ISRO

With Assam inundated by floods, several countries including China, Russia and 

France collaborated with India on sharing satellite images of the scale of inundation. 

As signatories to the The International Charter Space and Major Disasters, any of 

the 32 member countries can send a ‘request’ to activate the Charter. This would 

immediately trigger a request by the coordinators to space agencies of other countries 

whose satellites have the best eyes on the site of the disaster.

Based on an activation request by the Indian Space Research Organisation (ISRO) 

on July 17, France’s National Centre for Space Studies, China National Space 

Administration and ROSCOSMOS of Russia shared satellite images of the flood 
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situation in the districts of Dhubri, Marigaon, Barpeta, Dhemaji, Lakhimpur in Assam 

with ISRO’s National Remote Sensing Centre. ISRO’s CARTOSAT satellites too got 

the Indian space agency its own images.

‘Standard practice’

Ravish Kumar, spokesperson of the Ministry of External Affairs, said in response to a 

query from The Hindu that combining earth observation assets from different space 

agencies allows resources and expertise to be coordinated for rapid response. This 

was a “standard practice” and in the past ISRO too had provided information to 

other space agencies in response to similar requests. In August 2014, for instance, 

ISRO’s CARTOSAT shared images after an activation request from China after an 

earthquake struck Yunan province and killed 398.

Since 2000, when the Charter came into operation there have been about 600 

activations and data from 61 satellites have helped with disaster operations in 125 

countries.

IISER Mohali finds that zebrafish use landmarks for navigation

Smart fish:The zebrafish used visual cues and landmarks to navigate to foraging 

sites.Nakul RajNakul Raj  

The presence of colourful landmarks, visible even in turbid conditions, plays an 

important role in improving foraging success

Low to extremely turbid water conditions are quite common in areas that humans 

inhabit. Under such conditions, it is a challenge for fish to forage food as they rely 

on vision to navigate and find food. Now, in a study carried out using zebrafish, 

researchers at the Indian Institute of Science Education and Research (IISER) 

Mohali have found hard evidence to support how turbidity negatively affects foraging 

efficiency and how they learn to cope with it. The study was done in collaboration 

with IISER Kolkata.

The team led by Dr. Manjari Jain from the Department of Biological Sciences at 
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IISER Mohali found that with acclimatisation to turbidity conditions zebrafish 

did overcome the challenges posed by reduced visibility. The study found that 

acclimatisation to the immediate visual environment does play an important role in 

determining success in foraging food. The results of the study were published in the 

journal Biology Letters.

Colourful landmarks

In addition to acclimatisation, the presence of colourful landmarks that are visible 

even in extremely turbid conditions plays an important role in improving foraging 

success. The study could conclusively show that zebrafish use visual cues to 

navigate to foraging sites especially when turbidity is high and visibility is low.

“The cornerstone of the study is the visual learning capability of zebrafish. We 

found the wild freshwater zebrafish (Danio rerio) are capable of using familiar visual 

landmarks to find food locations even when vision is compromised,” says Dr. Jai

“This is the first study to show the ability of zebrafish to use any landmark for 

navigation,” she says. The study highlights the important role of behavioural 

plasticity and spatial learning to cope with altered sensory environments, which in 

this case is increased turbidity of the water they live in.

Effect of turbidity

“Here we demonstrate the detrimental effect of turbidity on zebrafish with respect to 

foraging. Turbidity is likely to increase the metabolic cost associated with foraging 

behaviour,” Dr. Jain stresses. “But what is unique is that within one month of 

acclimatisation they seem to deal with it. The foraging ability improves drastically. It 

highlights the importance of acclimatisation.”

If zebrafish do indeed learn to cope with turbidity and find food in a matter of one 

month, should the effect of turbidity on zebrafish matter at all? “Just because they 

are able to cope with turbidity in a month does not mean that chronic exposure to 

turbid water is not going to affect them. The resilience to survive in turbid water has 

not been studied,” she warns.

“If one of the sensory modalities is compromised in some species, they are capable 
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of switching over to another. But in the case of zebrafish we found they continue to 

use visual sensory to locate food,” Dr. Jain says.

For the study, the researchers collected 160 zebrafish from a clear stream near 

Kolkata. The fishes kept in tanks were fed fish pellets and Artemia (genus of aquatic 

crustaceans). They were trained for two weeks to navigate and locate food. After 

training fish to find food, 75 fishes were split into three groups and the different 

groups were acclimatised for a month in clear, low turbid and high turbid conditions. 

The low turbid condition mimicked coastal water and high turbidity mimicked an 

estuary mouth.

Acclimatisation

The researchers found that one month of acclimatisation was sufficient for fishes to 

forage food even when the turbidity was high.

Even during training, the researchers did find that zebrafish in turbid water did learn 

to use colourful stones as proxy for food locations. During the tests, even in highly 

turbid conditions, the ability to locate food was superior when there landmarks. Their 

ability to locate food was compromised when the landmarks were not present.

IIT Madras: Breath humidity sensors for wearable electronics

Portable:The nanofibre sensor can be easily integrated to the base of wearables 

such as common place masks, say (from right) Pradeep, Pillalamarri Srikrishnarka 

and Sathvik Ajay.Special arrangementSpecial arrangement  

It detects ethanol, acetone in oral breath of alcoholics, diabetics, respectively

A nanofibre sensor capable of sensing minute variations in relative humidity levels 

in the exhaled breath has been fabricated by a team led by T. Pradeep from the 

Department of Chemistry at the Indian Institute of Technology (IIT) Madras. The 

highly sensitive sensors can be integrated into wearable electronics and might have 

applications in assessing human metabolism and calorie burn rates.

The sensor can also detect traces of ethanol and acetone, two major components 
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present in the oral breath of alcoholics and diabetics, respectively.

Quick response time

The sensors have very quick response time of about one second and can detect a 

range of relative humidity from 0-95%. The sensor was found to have high stability. 

“Even after exposing the sensor to ambient conditions for a week, we still found 

the response time to be about one second and could match the breathing rates 

quite effectively,” says Sathvik Ajay Iyengar who was a short-term student with Prof. 

Pradeep’s team and is one of the first authors of a paper published in the journal ACS 

Applied Electronic Materials.

The breath rate was measured for one-two hours prior to and after exercise. The 

heart rate is higher soon after exercise and this is reflected in higher breath rate. “We 

intend collecting breath rate over a period of few days to establish the relationship 

between heart and breath rate and metabolism,” says Pillalamarri Srikrishnarka from 

IIT Madras, the other first author of the paper.

The nanofibre mat is fabricated by electrospinning poly(vinylidene fluoride) and 

reduced graphene oxide. Coating the mat with polyaniline turns the mat into a 

sensor.

The moisture in the breath reduces the resistance of the sensing material thereby 

allowing more current to flow. So when a fixed voltage (1-2 volts) is applied to the 

sensor, there is more current that is detected when the sensor comes in contact with 

moisture in the breath.

“In the presence of humidity, 100-1000 times more current can be detected using our 

sensor compared with other sensors,” says Iyengar. “So when the current measured 

is in nanoampere range when other sensors are used, we were able to measure it at 

microampere range using our sensor.”

When there are traces of ethanol and acetone in the breath, the resistance of the 

sensor increases and conductivity reduces. Hence, there is a dip in the current 

measured from the baseline. “The reduction in conductivity is because of the absence 

of moisture — the hydrogen bond between the sensor and analyte [ethanol and 
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acetone] is less likely to form,” says Srikrishnarka.

“Polyaniline is the major contributor of current conduction, and reduced graphene 

oxide complements it. The combination of polyaniline coating and reduced graphene 

oxide allows higher current conduction,” says Srikrishnarka. “In the absence of 

reduced graphene oxide, polyaniline can still conduct current but at a significantly 

lower level. The reduced graphene oxide alone does not help conduct current.”

“The coating of the mat with polyaniline occurs in water and so can be scaled-up to 

get large-scale coatings. This process also makes it easier, quicker and relatively 

more eco-friendly than other commercial processes,” says Prof. Pradeep. The 

nanofibre mat obtained is very thin and offers breathability. In order to integrate 

sensors like this into wearable electronics to monitor breath, resistance-free air flow 

is the key.

Portable sensor

To make the sensor truly portable, the researchers are using the popular Arduino 

prototyping platform coupled with Bluetooth module for collecting data wirelessly.

“We initially tested the sensor performance using an Arduino Uno and we observed a 

good response. We intend to team up with other departments to recognise patterns 

by using machine learning and to develop mobile-friendly apps to monitor health,” 

says Prof. Pradeep. The team plans to take the work forward via startup initiatives.

Predicting pollution levels using oceans’ memory

Winter haze:The ocean data serves as a memory to foretell how the weather 

conditions and pollution will play out.FILE PHOTO Vijay Verma  

Patterns like El Nino can help predict weather conditions and pollution, nearly a 

season in advance

Researchers from China and the U.S. have been successful in predicting air 

pollution levels in northern Indian States. The model they have developed shows 

75% accuracy in predicting pollution levels, and the prediction can be done even a 
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season in advance. The model takes into account certain climatic patterns related 

to the ocean which have a regulatory effect on the wintertime air pollution over 

northern India. Studying these patterns can help predict pollution levels.

India has been emerging as one of the world’s most polluted countries, with 

particulate matter PM 2.5 levels spiking more than 999 microgram per cubic metre 

in parts of Delhi last year.

Studying a combination of El Nino, Antarctic Oscillation and the anomalies in sea 

surface temperature during autumn (September-November), can help forecast the 

pollution conditions in winter (December-February).

The statistical model developed by the team can also help the government in 

adjusting policies and strategies for pollution control before winter comes, the paper 

published in Science Advances adds.

It is known that the aerosol over an area is modulated by meteorological conditions 

and circulation patterns. Stagnant weather conditions such as low wind speeds and 

descending air can favour rapid aerosol formation and accumulation. Understanding 

these climatic factors which influence the wintertime haze pollution can help foresee 

the future ventilation conditions too.

Also, the ocean data serves as a memory and large-scale climate patterns like El 

Nino can tell what the weather conditions and pollution will be, nearly a season in 

advance

The team constructed a computer model which incorporates the El Nino and 
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Antarctic Oscillation data for autumn. Climatic data from the National Oceanic and 

Atmospheric Administration, U.S for the period 2003- 2018 and the aerosol optical 

depth observed by various satellites were also used.

“It will help identify if the weather conditions will be favourable or unfavourable for 

pollution, helping the government frame a more stringent pollution control plan if 

needed,” explains Dr. Meng Gao, assistant professor at the Hong Kong Baptist 

University, China. He is the first author of the study.

The Antarctic Oscillation does not act directly to influence Indian climate but 

affects the Indian Ocean Meridional Dipole which in turn plays a role in our climatic 

conditions.

He added that there have been several studies in China connecting extreme pollution 

with East Asia winter monsoon, Arctic sea ice loss, the El Nino–Southern Oscillation, 

and Pacific sea surface temperature anomalies. The predictions from these studies 

have helped the government makethe needed reforms, especially in its industrial 

sector, helping bring down pollution levels in the country.

Bees use complex memory for communication

Waggle run correlates with distance from food site to hive
Bees use waggle dance to communicate with their nest mates the flight distance 

and direction to foraging sites. Now, a research team led by Axel Brockmann at 

the National Centre for Biological Sciences (NCBS), Bengaluru, has studied how 

bees use complex memory to generate dance duration to communicate a change in 

foraging distance.

Bees are known to waggle dance near the entrance of the hives. The duration of the 

waggle run of a dancing bee correlates with the distance between the food site and 

the hive. For instance, as the distance to the foraging site increases, the duration of 

waggle increases too.

The team used the honey bee species Apis mellifera for the study. “Most of the 

research on the brain and behaviour of bees around the world is done with the 
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help of A. mellifera and therefore we could put our results into the context of all the 

research done previously,” says Dr. Brockmann.

Memory formation

To understand in detail memory formation in bees for waggle dance, the researchers 

trained a group of honey bees to forage food kept 300 metres away from the hive. 

When the food source was shifted to 400 metres, most of the bees took multiple trips 

to the new foraging site to update their dance. Till such time the bees formed the 

new memory, they displayed an intermediate dance duration indicating distances in 

between the new and old foraging locations.

“One must assume that the bees, when arriving at the new feeder site, know the 

distance between the feeder and the hive. If not, they will not be able to find the 

way back. The occurrence of intermediate dance durations indicates that the bees 

use memory of both distances when they update the dance information,” says Dr. 

Brockmann.

It was also noticed that the memory processes of bees responded differently 

depending on whether the foraging distance was extended or shortened from the 

original distance of 300 metres. When the feeder was shifted from the original 

distance of 300 metres to 200 metres and back to 300 metres, the bees were able 

to update the feeder distance following each shift and communicate the distance 

correctly through waggle dance.

In contrast, when the feeder was shifted from the original distance (300 metres) to 

400 metres the bees were able to communicate the longer foraging distance. But 

when brought back to the original distance of 300 metres, it continued to exhibit the 

waggle duration for 400m.

“The foraging site at 400 metres was new to the bees unlike the one at 200 metres 

which the bees visited earlier during the training process. Therefore, when the 

feeder was first shifted to a novel site [400 metres] and then back to the original site 

[300 metres], honey bees did not update the waggle duration after the second shift. 

This is likely due to new memory interfering with the recall of an older one,” says 
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Arumoy Chatterjee, a PhD student at the institute. He is the first author of the paper 

published in Journal of Experimental Biology.

“Previously, there was no easy way to dissociate the waggle dance activity of 

honey bee foragers from their foraging activity. Our experiments now provide us 

with the means to dissociate them, an essential first step towards understanding 

the mechanisms underlying the conversion of flight information to waggle dance 

information”, adds co-author Ebi George, another PhD student at the institute.

Reversible superglue inspired by snail epiphragm

Firm grip:To demonstrate this, we used two 2-square-centimetre pieces of the 

adhesive to suspend me (85 kg) in the air, says Jolly.

Snails secrete a mucous film which dries to forms a glassy structure that fixes them 

to the substrate

A hydrogel-based adhesive that combines strength and reversibility has been 

developed by a collaboration of researchers based in the U.S. and Korea. This 

combination is not easily found in adhesives. The group has drawn inspiration from 

snails in developing this adhesive.

Snail mucous

When snails are startled or encounter discomfort, they shrink into their shells. They 

secrete a mucous film around the opening of their shell, which on drying forms a 

glassy structure that both seals them in and fixes them strongly to the object they 

are sitting on. This structure formed by the dry mucous is called an epiphragm.

The strength of this epiphragm stems from the fact that before it dries it penetrates 

into the microscopic crevices on the surface the snail is resting on. When it dries to 

a glassy state, it acquires a stiffness that is many orders of magnitude higher than 

its wet state.

Similarly, the hydrogel developed by the group hardens from its wet state with a 

modulus of 100 pascals to a dry state value of 2.3 gigapascals.
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“The ability to go from being as soft as Jello to being 1,000 times stiffer when dried, 

that is, hard as a bottle cap, and to do so without shrinking significantly in the 

process, is what makes our adhesive special and strong,” says Jason Christopher 

Jolly, a PhD student in the School of Engineering and Applied Science, University of 

Pennsylvania, and an author of the paper published inProceedings of the National 

Academy of Sciences.

Soft hydrogel

Unlike commercially available wood glues (such as Fevicol) or superglues that are 

liquids when applied and solidify to perform the adhesive role, the PHEMA adhesive 

developed by the group is like a solid that in its hydrated state is soft, wet and 

squishy. “In this state it is able to flow into and fill micro- and nanoscale surface 

grooves aand pores, following which it can be dried to lock itself in place,” explains 

Jolly in an email to The Hindu.

Strong adhesive

PHEMA, which stands for poly(2-hydroxyethyl methacrylate), has a remarkable 

adhesive strength. According to the researchers, a 1 x 1 cm square sample of the 

adhesive can hold an object weighing 91 kg. To compare this to a commonly used 

reversible adhesive, a strong 1 cm square of Velcro can support a weight of 12.2 

kg.

“To demonstrate this, we used two 2 square centimetre pieces of the adhesive to 

suspend myself (85 kg) in the air,” says Jolly.

The group ran into PHEMA rather serendipitously when Gaoxiang Wu, co-first 

author of the paper, was cleaning out some old samples from his desk that were 

thin films of patterned PHEMA on slides he had prepared for another project. The 

idea was born when he found that the slides were stuck together and he could not 

separate them even with great effort.

The group has filed for patents for the technology. Further, while the adhesive shows 

strength and reversibility, it is still limited to use in relatively dry environments, as its 
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switching mechanism relies on water. “It is limited to applications that don’t require 

very fast switching,” says Jolly.

“Our plan is to tweak the chemistry so as to not be water-based but to use organic 

solvents. We are also working on engineering more adhesives of this class that 

can be switched on with different stimuli such as light, heat or electrical pulses,” he 

adds.
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Defence allocation disappoints military

Questions over military modernisation and big-ticket deals lined up for conclusion 

this year

There is disappointment in the military and industry over the defence allocation in 

the Union Budget. There are questions on the overall military modernisation and 

the big-ticket deals lined up for conclusion this year as no resources are left for 

new procurements.

“The capital expenditure allocated for the Navy and the Indian Air Force (IAF) does 

not meet their committed liabilities this year. Services had taken up the matter with 

the Defence Ministry after the interim Budget,” a defence source said on condition 

of anonymity.

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman, as Defence Minister previously, had 

promised to take up the matter with the Finance Ministry and get it addressed in 

the full Budget. “But nothing has been done,” the source said.

Committed liabilities are payments for deals signed and typically spread over several 

years. The remaining part of the capital head goes for new procurements.

Industry downcast

The industry too has given the thumbs down to the defence budget. There was no 

major expectation on defence, but this is actually disappointing, a senior industry 

official said. “One expected easing of Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), but the 
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decision was excluded,” said another official of a major Indian company.

The IAF has committed liabilities of Rs. 47,400 crore, as in the past few years, it 

had signed major deals such as those for 36 Rafale jets and the S-400 air defence 

systems and is beginning to induct platforms such as the CH-47F Chinook heavy lift 

and AH-64 Apache attack helicopters. In contrast, its capital allocation is Rs. 39,300 

crore. Similarly, the Navy’s committed liabilities stand at Rs. 25,461 crore while the 

capital allocation is Rs. 22,227 crore.

The Navy has major deals lined up and they are in advanced stages. A deal for 24 

MH-60R multi-role helicopters from the U.S. valued at $2.6 billion is expected to 

be concluded by year-end. A proposal for 10 more P-8I long-range maritime patrol 

aircraft estimated to cost over $3 billion is waiting for clearance from the Defence 

Acquisition Council (DAC).

This means the Navy and Air Force have no money left for new deals, and may 

default on earlier payments as well. The Army with its large size has a huge revenue 

burden and a significant part of it goes towards salaries. For the coming year, the 

Army has a total shortfall of Rs. 12,000 crore of which Rs. 6,300 crore is in the capital 

head and around Rs. 5500 crore in non-salary expenditure.

The only relief the services were given was waiver of basic customs duty for import 

of equipment not manufactured in the country.

War and peace
In the Mahabharata, the eternal conflict between dharma and adharma is typified in 

the trajectory of the lives of the Pandavas and the Kauravas. While the Pandavas 

are committed to dharma and acknowledge Krishna as their mentor and guide and 

always remain devoted to Him, Duryodhana openly opts for adharma and refuses 

to listen to the good counsels of his parents and elders. In a discourse, Nagai Sri 

Mukundan drew attention to the fact that the Pandava brothers also are fully aware 

that Duryodhana’s nature cannot be changed even as a snake will only emit venom 

even when fed with nectar. His vidhi is such that his intellect will not listen to good 
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advice. Can one hope to get sweet neem leaves by pouring tons of honey on the 

root of a neem tree? One’s natural qualities cannot be changed.

So when Dhritarashtra is unable to dissuade Duryodhana to abandon the wrong 

path, he sends Sanjaya to Yudhishtira with a message seeking peace without giving 

them any share in the kingdom. The Pandavas’ reaction is to go ahead with the war 

and claim their rights. Still Yudhishtira makes an offer that they would be content 

with five villages at least, though he is sure that even that will be denied. Krishna 

offers to go to Hastinapura and try to secure the rights of the Pandavas without war. 

He then solicits the views of the Pandava brothers individually. What emerges from 

this discussion is an analysis of the cause and effect of war and the need to take 

all efforts to secure peace. But, in this situation all are aware that peace parleys will 

fail owing to Duryodhana’s desire to rule the entire kingdom. Moreover, the time has 

come to retaliate against the many taunts and humiliations and Draupadi’s tresses 

that have been left untied have to be answered only with the inevitable war.

 ‘Review legal set-up to tackle corporate failures’

Arvind Datar, left, with Somasekhar Sundaresan at a discussion on corporate 

failures.K.V. Srinivasan  

Worst-case scenario ends up driving the law for entire society, says Sundaresan

The legal framework needs a relook when it comes to tackling corporate governance 

and failure issues, senior lawyers Somasekhar Sundaresan and Arvind Datar said.

“If there is a governance failure which has led to a business failure, do we have a 

legal framework that actually deals with it? Sadly, the answer is no,” Mr. Sundaresan 

said, speaking on the topic “Corporate failures — where does the buck stop?” 

organised by the Palkhivala Foundation.

Mr. Sundaresan also said that the system is still grappling with how to deal with real 

examples when they come up. “And, when an example comes up, we get into case-
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specific solutions and the worst case ends up driving the law for the entire society, 

including the largely compliant segments of society,” he said.

Mr. Sundaresan pointed out how the Companies Act 2013 was framed entirely out 

of the issues that arose from the fallout of the Satyam scam.

He said that the approach seemed to be ‘show me a problem, I will write a law.’

“Before writing the laws, should we not ask the question as to what the problems we 

are trying to solve are and the solutions for them, and invite public comments and 

then come up with a law based on the feedback?” Mr. Sundaresan asked.

Differentiation needed

Also speaking at the event, Mr. Datar said there should be differentiation between 

corporate failures due to frauds and those that were genuine failures.

He pointed out that sometimes regulation becomes the reason for business failure, 

giving the instance of sugar and real estate sectors that have been stuck with 

different regulations like State government rules, Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code 

and Real Estate Regulation and Development Act (RERA).

Army’s first Integrated Battle Groups to be structured by end 

of next month

Capable of mobilising within 12-48 hours based on the location
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The new concept of Integrated Battle Groups (IBGs) which the Army plans to create 

as part of overall force transformation is close to implementation, a senior Army 

source said. IBGs are brigade-sized, agile, self-sufficient combat formations, which 

can swiftly launch strikes against adversary in case of hostilities.

“The concept of IBGs has already been test-bedded by 9 Corps. They are 

reorganising, based on the feedback and will complete restructuring by end-August. 

The Army will approach the Government for sanction after that,” the source said. 

The number of IBGs has not been decided yet, the source added.

Each IBG would be tailor-made based on Threat, Terrain and Task and resources 

will be allotted based on the three Ts. They need to be light so they will be low on 

logistics, the source stated and added, “They will be able to mobilise within 12-48 

hrs based on the location.”

While a command is the largest static formation of the Army spread across a defined 

geography, a corps is the largest mobile formation. Typically, each corps has about 

three brigades. The idea is to reorganise them into IBGs which are brigade-sized 

units but have all the essential elements like infantry, armoured, artillery and air 

defence embedded together based on the three Ts. An IBG operating in a desert 

needs to be constituted differently from an IBG operating in the mountains, the 

source explained.

The key corps of the Army are likely to be reorganised into 1-3 IBGs. “Government 

sanction for each will be taken separately once they are constituted,” the source 

observed.

The IBGs will also be defensive and offensive. While the offensive IBGs would 

quickly mobilise and make thrust into enemy territory for strikes, defensive IBGs 

would hold ground at vulnerable points or where enemy action is expected. The 

composition of the IBGs would also depend on this.

Army Chief Gen Bipin Rawat has initiated four major studies to undertake overall 

transformation of the force. These include restructuring of Army Headquarters; force 

restructuring which includes creation of Integrated Battle Groups (IBG); the cadre 
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review of officers; and review of the terms and conditions of Junior Commissioned 

Officers and Other Ranks. The aim is holistic integration to enhance the operational 

and functional efficiency, optimise budget expenditure, facilitate force modernisation 

and address aspirations.

The overall transformation will also see a reduction in the size of the 1.3 million 

Army. “We are looking to reduce by about a lakh over 4-5 years,” the source stated, 

while adding that actual reduction will be lesser as some numbers will be added for 

some new risings under way.

After the Parliament attack, the Indian military undertook massive mobilisation but 

the formations which were deep inside took weeks to mobilise losing the element 

of surprise.

Truecaller bug covertly signs up Indians for UPI account amid 

hacking fears
Truecaller has over 100 million users in India.

The users reported the issue after updating their Android app to the latest Truecaller 

version 10.41.6

New Delhi: In a nightmare for thousands of Truecaller users in India, a so-called 

bug automatically created their Unified Payments Interface (UPI) accounts with the 

ICICI Bank without their consent, triggering panic and hacking fears.

The affected users received an SMS from ICICI Bank -- starting from late Monday 

evening till morning hours  -- saying “your registration for UPI app has started. If 

it was not you, report now to your bank. Do not share card details/OTP/CVV with 

anyone to avoid financial loss”.

The message was enough to scare some users who immediately approached the 

ICICI Bank customer care, blocking their netbanking and debit cards.

“It was like someone attempting to break into my Internet banking account. The 

ICICI Bank customer care staff told me there was some suspecious activity in my 
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online account, hence I requested them to immediately block Internet banking and 

safeguard the funds,” one affected user told IANS.

“It was a nightmare for me to wake up and see this message. Since it came from the 

bank, it was enough for me to believe it. I do not know if my smartphone data has 

also been hacked,” he added.

The users reported the issue after updating their Android app to the latest Truecaller 

version 10.41.6.

Later, Truecaller issued a statement, saying it has discovered a bug in the latest 

update that affected the payments feature, which automatically triggered a registration 

post updating to the version.

“We’re sorry about this version not passing our quality standards. We’ve taken quick 

steps to fix the issue, and already rolled out a fix in a new version.

“For the users already affected, the new version with the fix will be available shortly, 

however, in the meanwhile, they can choose to manually deregister through the 

overflow menu in the app,” said Truecaller which added payments service with the 

ICICI Bank in 2017.

The ICICI Bank was yet to issue a statement on this.

Truecaller has over 100 million users in India.


