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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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SC order on cryptocurrency will offer only temporary relief
Even as virtual currency investors and businesses welcomed the Supreme 

Court’s order on cryptocurrency, the relief for such players may be only 

temporary given that the Centre, in a draft law, has proposed to ban all 

private cryptocurrencies.

“... Our main objective is to create a dialogue with policymakers and develop 

a comprehensive framework for crypto assets in India paving the way for 

innovation,” said, Sohail Merchant, CEO, Pocketbits.in, and member of 

IAMAI’s Blockchain and Cryptocurrency Committee. “As an industry body, 

we look forward to a more open dialogue with the government.” IAMAI was 

among entities that had approached the Supreme Court in 2018 over the 

RBI circular prohibiting regulated entities from “providing any service in 

relation to virtual currencies.”

Welcoming the order, industry body Nasscom tweeted, “We believe 

that banning #tech is not the solution, a risk-based framework must be 

developed to regulate and monitor cryptocurrencies and tokens.”

Noting that the government’s draft framework for regulating the 

cryptocurrencies proposes to ban all cryptocurrencies outright except a 

state-issued one, Rachit Sharma, DGM, Taxmann, said the Supreme Court’s 

order could be a temporary relief for the investors and intermediaries.

He added the Centre may introduce the bill in the Parliament to permanently 

ban the cryptocurrencies and to set up the basic infrastructure required to 

issue state-owned cryptocurrency and the digital rupee.

L. Viswanathan, partner, Cyril Amarchand Mangaldas, said the RBI may 

reconsider its approach to cryptocurrency and come up with a calibrated 

framework that deals with the reality of these technological advancements, 

given that even central banks were issuing their own cryptocurrencies.
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India among least-free democracies, says study
India has become one of the world’s least free democracies, according 

to a global survey, which warned that “the Indian government’s alarming 

departures from democratic norms under Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s 

BJP could blur the values-based distinction between Beijing and New 

Delhi”.

The Freedom in the World 2020 report ranks India at the 83rd position, 

along with Timor-Leste and Senegal. This is near the bottom of the pile 

among the countries categorised as “Free”, with only Tunisia receiving a 

lower score. India’s score fell by four points to 71, the worst decline among 

the world’s 25 largest democracies this year.

The annulment of autonomy and the subsequent shutdown of Kashmir, the 

National Register of Citizens and the Citizenship (Amendment) Act, as well 

as the crackdown on mass protests have been listed as the main signs 

of declining freedom in the report, released   by Freedom House, a U.S.-

based watchdog, which has been tracking global political and civil liberties 

for almost half a century.

The report slammed the Internet blackout in Kashmir, terming it the longest 

shutdown ever imposed by a democracy. It said freedom of expression 

was under threat in India, with journalists, academics and others facing 

harassment and intimidation when addressing politically sensitive topics.

India scored 34 out of 40 points in the political rights category, but only 37 

out of 60 in the civil liberties category, for a total score of 71, a drop from last 

year’s score of 75. The report treats “Indian Kashmir” as a separate territory, 

which saw its total score drop precipitously from 49 to 28 this year, moving 

it from a status of “Partly Free” to “Not Free”.
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Lok Sabha Speaker to head probe into House ruckus
A committee, chaired by Lok Sabha Speaker Om Birla, will probe the 

incidents that took place in the House between March 2 and 5, the Lower 

House was informed   after the Opposition demanded that the suspension 

of seven Congress MPs be revoked.

As the normal functioning of the Lok Sabha continued to be disrupted for 

the fifth day in a row over the Opposition’s insistence for an immediate 

discussion on the Delhi riots, Mr. Birla skipped the proceedings and the 

announcement was made by BJP MP Kirit Premjibhai Solanki, who was in 

the Chair.

Protesting against the ‘disproportionate punishment’, Congress leader in 

the Lok Sabha Adhir Ranjan Chowdhury said ‘a pickpocket cannot be sent 

to the gallows’ even as other Opposition parties joined the Congress in 

calling for a revocation.

Bills passed in din

In between adjournments, the government passed two Bills — the Mineral 

Laws (Amendment) Bill and the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Code (Second 

Amendment) Bill — amid protests by the Opposition.

Even before Parliament proceedings started, the Congress party had 

reached out to other Opposition parties and party MPs, including Rahul 

Gandhi, protested in front of the Mahatma Gandhi statue inside the 

Parliament complex, wearing black bands.

When Lok Sabha proceedings got underway at 11 a.m., some members 

of the Congress and other Opposition parties such as the DMK and the 

Indian Union Muslim League trooped into the Well of the House, seeking 

discussion on the riots and raising slogans demanding Home Minister Amit 

Shah’s resignation.

Mr. Chowdhury rushed to the Well and was seen picking up the rule book 
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of Parliament and showing it to the Chair. Though Mr. Solanki initially 

announced the proceedings to be adjourned until 2 p.m. he revised it to 12 

noon subsequently.

At noon, amidst the noisy scenes for close to 30 minutes, the House 

conducted some business and passed the Mineral Laws (Amendment) Bill 

and soon after the Chair again adjourned the House for 10 minutes.

‘Respect for Chair’

Speaking on the suspension, Mr. Chowdhury said Congress members 

regarded the Chair as “the Pope of the Vatican” and had never disrespected 

it.

Speaking in Hindi and questioning the suspension, Mr. Chowdhury said Jeb 

katua ko phansi ke takhte pe nahi chadaya ja sakta hai [a pickpocket cannot 

be sent to the gallows] and demanded that the suspension be revoked.

Parliamentary Affairs Minister Pralhad Joshi quickly used the statement to 

attack the Congress leader.

“It is strange to compare the suspended MPs with pickpockets. It is most 

unfortunate. We don’t agree with this,” Mr. Joshi said as he claimed the 

snatching of papers from the Chair had never happened in the House in its 

history of more than 70 years.

The Minister also cited the record of the 15th Lok Sabha [when Congress-

led UPA was in power] when the then Speaker had suspended 45 MPs of 

the BJP.

However, Sudip Bandyopadhyay (TMC), Dayanidhi Maran (DMK) and 

Supriya Sule (NCP) said the decision to suspend the seven members should 

be recalled as the “punishment” was “disproportionate”.
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Home of Warli Adivasi revolt, Talasari’s loyalty to the Left 
deepens
There is no memorial at the banyan tree around which the Warli Adivasi 

Revolt of 1945 began in Talasari taluka’s Zari village. Nearly 5,000 indentured 

tribals who gathered here from Thane, Vikramgad, Dahanu and Palghar 

had refused to work on landlords’ fields until they received 12 annas a day 

in wages, their resistance sowing the first seeds of rights-based movements 

among the region’s indigenous communities.

Today, the younger generation in Zari, 150 km from Mumbai, has no more 

than a faint acquaintanceship with their ancestors’ historic struggle but a 

blend of that history and contemporary circumstances keeps Talasari’s 

adivasis loyal to those who led that revolt, the Communist Party and the All 

India Kisan Sabha.

“More than a lifeless memorial, our tribute to those who gave us freedom from 

bonded labour is that Talasari is the solitary taluka in Maharashtra to have 

a CPI(M) administration for an unbroken 58 years,” says Shankar Gowari, 

Zari resident and former president of the Talasari Panchayat Samiti.

In mid-February, candidates of the CPI (M) were once again elected 

president and vice-president of this key panchayat samiti in Palghar district. 

The party won eight of the 10 panchayat samiti seats and four of the five 

zilla parishad seats in Talasari. While the CPI(M) continues to have small 

pockets of influence in tribal-dominated regions across the state, Talasari 

is a rare pocket borough, its panchayat samiti chaired continuously by 

CPI(M) representatives since 1962. The only other Maharashtra taluka with 

a semblance of continuing Left dominance is Surgana in Nashik, where the 

panchayat samiti has been with the CPI(M) for nearly three decades.

Newly elected panchayat samiti president Nandkumar Hadal says one 

reason for the party’s success in Talasari is simply its track record. “Even 
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neighbouring Dahanu does not have Talasari’s well-maintained roads and 100 

per cent electricity coverage. Also, most of us are third or fourth generation 

CPI(M) workers, so there is a deep level of trust in our commitment,” he 

says. “There are comrades on every street in every village.”

In Talasari’s 41 villages and 214 hamlets, thousands of villagers across 

generations are affiliated to party units — factory employees are members 

of the Centre of Indian Trade Unions (CITU); student activists work with the 

Students Federation of India (SFI) and the Democratic Youth Federation 

of India (DYFI); women are busy preparing for an International Women’s 

Day event under the aegis of the All India Democratic Women’s Association 

(AIDWA); and tribal cultivators are enthusiastic All India Kisan Sabha 

members.

“A perfect cadre-based system,” says senior party member Barkya Mangat, 

“with 20-25 activists in charge of every unit that corresponds to a polling 

centre’s voters.”

Talasari, one of Palghar district’s eight talukas, sits right by the state border. 

Ninety per cent of its residents are tribals, mainly Warlis, Katkaris, Dhodias 

and Kokanas. Jobs are not easy to come by for educated young tribals, 

and many pile into Maruti Eecos and Tata Tiagos to cross over everyday 

into Gujarat, heading to the manufacturing units of the Gujarat Industrial 

Development Corporation zone in Umargam or Umbergaon, just 16 km 

from the Mumbai-Ahmedabad NH-08 that cuts through the taluka. Hundreds 

belong to families that will lose tracts of land to the coming Mumbai-

Ahmedabad bullet train project.

“Land, and any claim on it, is central to adivasi life,” says Smita Walvi, 

chairperson of the Talasari Nagar Panchayat.

“Whether it is the bullet train now, or the Mumbai-Vadodara Expressway 

earlier, so many dam projects or the gas pipeline, tribal lands were affected 
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each time. And every adivasi here knows that CPI(M) workers do no indulge 

in the cut practice common among other politicians who offer to help resolve 

land disputes or negotiate for compensation on their behalf,” says Laxman 

Dongre, party secretary for Talasari taluka. “It is one of the things that has 

kept voters faithful to the party.” About 4,500 families in Talasari’s villages 

also occupy forest land for cultivation and party activists’ intervention has 

helped 70 per cent receive land titles as guaranteed by the Forest Rights 

Act, 2006, says Walvi.

‘Marxwaad’, or Marxism, is discussed in an annual party-organised lecture 

in Talasari, but most tribal families’ ties to the Left here are more intuitive, 

almost an automatic choice handed down through generations.

“For over a hundred years, practically every tribal in Talasari and nearby 

worked as bonded labourers, almost owned by upper caste Maharashtrians 

or Parsi landlords — this was then Umbergaon taluka, in present day Gujarat. 

It was Godavari Parulekar’s call for rebellion in May 1945 that changed their 

lives. The oral history of that oppression and the Warsi Adivasi Revolt is told 

in every tribal household,” says 81-year-old L S Kom, former Lok Sabha 

member and former Member of the Legislative Assembly from Dahanu,

Govt revokes ban on two news channels: ‘Value press 
freedom’
REVOKING THE 48-hour ban imposed   evening on two Malayalam news 

channels — Asianet News and Media One News — for their coverage of 

the Delhi riots, the government said   that it “values press freedom” and 

indicated that its officials may have erred in drafting the notices.

While Asianet News was back on air at 1 am Saturday, Media One News 

resumed telecast at 9.30 am.
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Speaking to The Sunday Express in Pune, Union Information and 

Broadcasting Minister Prakash Javadekar said the two television channels 

had violated the broadcasting code of conduct, but the notices issued to 

them were not properly worded.

The two separate orders, citing alleged violations of the Cable TV Network 

(Regulations) Act, 1995, had listed “siding towards a particular community” 

and being “critical towards Delhi Police and RSS” among the reasons.

“We have now asked the officers concerned how this happened. The 

notice sent to the two media channels should have restricted itself to only 

mentioning that the code of conduct was not followed. There is a code of 

conduct for news channels which expects them not to disclose names of 

places of worship (during riots),” Javadekar said.

“We immediately found out what actually happened, and therefore, we 

restored the channels. Our basic thought process is that press freedom 

is absolutely essential in a democratic set-up and that is the commitment 

of the (Narendra) Modi government,” Javadekar said. He said Modi had 

also expressed concern over the ban order, and promised to take “essential 

corrective” steps if a wrongdoing was found.

Javadekar said the management of both the television channels had spoken 

to him. “Both the channels explained themselves and Asianet News also 

tendered an apology   evening. Hence, valuing press freedom, we took 

immediate action, and restored the channels,” he said.

“But let me also tell that you that everyone accepts that press freedom has to 

be exercised in a responsible fashion. We do hope that media will exercise 

responsible freedom,” he said.

Media One News is owned by Madhyamam Broadcasting Limited which is 

backed by Jamaat-e-Islami.

Asianet News is indirectly owned by BJP Rajya Sabha member Rajeev 
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Chandrasekhar. Chandrasekhar owns RC Stocks and Securities Pvt Ltd, 

Jupiter Global Infrastructure and Minsk Developers Pvt Ltd, which together 

own Jupiter Capital, which owns Asianet News Network Pvt Ltd that runs 

Asianet News.

In Kerala, Union Minister of State for External Affairs V Muraleedharan said: 

“The BJP has always stood for freedom of press. Media has the responsibility 

to obey rules. Action came after they violated regulations. As Asianet News 

has tendered apology, telecast has been resumed. There is no two-justice 

system for two channels. Hence, the ban on Media One was revoked.”

But Asianet News Editor M G Radhakrishnan said: “We haven’t tendered 

any apology… Let him (Muraleedharan) say what he wants’’. Sources in 

Asianet News said “a board representative” was involved in talks with the 

“I&B ministry and the minister himself”.

In a statement, Radhakrishnan said: “In India, before a person is being 

declared guilty or innocent, our democratic set-up ensures him the right to 

go through a legal process. It is really unfortunate (that) we were denied 

the right for such a process before the Union Ministry of Information and 

Broadcasting initiated the action banning the channel for 48 hours. Any ban 

that is being foisted, without the right to go through such a legal process, is 

denial of natural justice. That is the hallmark of pressure tactics and partisan 

approach.”

“Media One has not made any request seeking lifting of the ban. It may be the 

protest of the people and the support people have given to the channel after 

the ban, that prompted the government to revoke the decision,’’ said Media 

One Editor-in-Chief C L Thomas. “We haven’t approached the government 

after the ban. We were planning to move the court,’’ he said.

Kerala Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan said the ban was an indication of a 

dangerous trend. “An undeclared emergency situation prevails in the country. 
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The Centre has encroached upon free press. There is a threat that if RSS 

and Sangh Parivar are criticised, a lesson would be taught. It should be 

realised that the threat would engulf the entire media spectrum tomorrow,’’ 

he said. “Which law book has stated that RSS is a holy organisation? How 

is criticising RSS illegal,’’ he said.

In its orders  , the I&B Ministry had said: “It appeared that telecast of 

reports on North-East Delhi violence had been shown in a manner which 

highlighted the attack on places of worship and siding towards a particular 

community”.

In its order against Media One news, the I&B Ministry said: “Channel’s 

reporting on Delhi violence seems to be biased as it is deliberately focusing 

on the vandalism of CAA (Citizenship Amendment Act) supporters… It also 

questions RSS and alleges Delhi Police inaction. Channel seems to be 

critical towards Delhi Police and RSS.”

In its order against Asianet News, the ministry cited the “anchor/ correspondent” 

as reporting that “the Union Ministry claimed that 33 company central forces 

were deployed but still violence continues in the area and also the Centre 

gave silent consent for the violence”.

It also pointed to a report that the “violence of the previous day had continued 

from morning” and “turned into communal violence after a group of Hindu 

people chanted Jai Sri Ram and the Muslims chanted Azadi slogans. The 

commuters on the roads are forced to chant Jai Sri Ram. Muslims are brutally 

attacked… The Centre can control the violence within hours, but no action 

has been taken till now… the Centre give silent consent for the violence”.

The ministry said the channels appeared to have contravened rules 6(1)(C) 

and 6(1)(a) of the Cable Television Networks Rules. These rules prohibit 

channels from showing any programme “which contains attack on religions 

or communities or visuals or words contemptuous of religious groups or 
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which promote communal attitudes” and “is likely to encourage or incite 

violence or contains anything against maintenance of law and order or 

which promote anti-national attitudes”.

The ministry said it had issued showcause notices to both channels on 

February 28, and took the decision to impose the ban after receiving their 

responses on March 3.

In their replies to the showcause notices, both the channels had said the 

reports were done with journalistic rigour, after talking to people on the 

ground, and it is the media’s duty to report facts.

‘We expect moratorium to be lifted by weekend’
Prashant Kumar, the RBI-appointed administrator of Yes Bank, says the bank 

will emerge stronger post moratorium. Edited excerpts from an interview:

How fast do you think the moratorium can be lifted?

According to the RBI notification, April 3 is the outer date. We are expecting 

that, by this weekend, we will be in a position [such] that the moratorium 

could be lifted.

How serious is the problem?

This bank has two separate components. One is on the retail side and the 

other is on the corporate side.

What I have seen is, on the retail side, the bank is quite strong. NPAs are 

very low on the retail side, they are [also] having very good earnings. On 

the corporate side, they have not taken care of the concentration risk. Loans 

have been given to entities and unfortunately, all these entities have become 

non-performing assets (NPAs). They have not been able absorb it.

Is it limited to a particular sector or some entities?

It is concentrated to few entities — 5-6 entities are there.
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That itself is very high, because it is not a very large bank. For a small bank, 

you give loans like Rs. 10,000 crore, Rs. 5,000 crore and then, if everything 

becomes NPA, you cannot survive.

For a small bank, it is good have more focus on the retail loan side but here, 

the focus was on corporate side.

What is your primary focus?

My first focus is to bring back normalcy. Today, customers are facing a 

lot of difficulties because of the restrictions. I cannot give them more than 

Rs. 50,000, but I can give them the assurance, I can empathise with the 

customers.

Several steps have been taken. Our ATMs were available within 24 

hours. And, from Saturday night onwards, ATMs of other banks were also 

available. Today, we don’t have much rush in the branches because they 

can withdraw from ATMs. Today, none of our branches is facing any cash 

crunch. Not a single customer has been turned away today. We have also 

started processing requests from customers for emergency situations, like 

a medical condition where we can disburse up to Rs. 5 lakh.

How long will it take to start the NEFT?

NEFT inflows have started.

What is the message to depositors?

First thing is, their deposits are safe and secure, they need not worry. 

Second, all of us are working to lift the moratorium so that they can do 

normal banking transactions.

Going forward, they are going to have a much stronger Yes Bank. So, there 

is no need to panic and shift deposits to other banks.

What is the kind of liquidity support the bank is getting from RBI?

We have full support from the RBI and the SBI for liquidity.

Depositors could rush to the bank after moratorium is lifted. What will 
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be your strategy?

We have started reaching out to customers. The biggest comfort has come 

from the SBI. When SBI is investing equity, and they say they are behind 

Yes Bank, then I think the fear among depositors should not be there.

Maybe, we are in a problem but the solution has been worked out so fast. 

The moratorium was imposed   night, and the draft plan came within 24 

hours. And, when we are saying moratorium will be lifted by the weekend, the 

central government, the RBI is absolutely behind this. When the resolution 

has come so fast, it shows the intention and commitment of the government 

and the RBI.

How much capital would Yes Bank need now?

That, we would be able to share when we announce the Q3 results on 

March 14.

‘Democratic dissent being stifled’
The Opposition   called for the immediate release of all political detainees 

in Kashmir, especially Farooq Abdullah, Omar Abdullah and Mehbooba 

Mufti, who have been detained for about seven months on the “flimsiest of 

grounds”.

In a joint statement, NCP president Sharad Pawar, West Bengal Chief 

Minister and Trinamool president Mamata Banerjee, Janata Dal(S) leader 

and former Prime Minister H.D. Deve Gowda, CPI(M) general secretary 

Sitaram Yechury, CPI general secretary D. Raja, Rashtriya Janata Dal 

MP Manoj Kumar Jha, besides two former Ministers from the Atal Bihari 

Vajpayee government — Yashwant Sinha and Arun Shourie — termed 

these detentions as a blatant violation of the fundamental rights guaranteed 

by the Constitution.
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Observing that India and the Constitution had always stood for “unity in 

diversity” with everybody’s views respected, honoured and heard, the 

statement said that in the Narendra Modi-led government, “democratic 

dissent is being muzzled by coercive administrative action, which has 

threatened the basic ideals of justice, liberty, equality and fraternity as 

enshrined in our Constitution”.

There are growing assaults on democratic norms, fundamental rights and 

civic liberties of citizens of the Indian Republic, it said, adding that as a 

result, dissent is not only being stifled, but the avenues of raising critical 

voices are also being systematically muted.

“Nothing exemplifies this more starkly than the continuing detention, on the 

flimsiest of grounds, of three former Chief Ministers of Jammu & Kashmir 

— Dr. Farooq Abdullah, Shri Omar Abdullah and Smt. Mehbooba Mufti — 

for over seven months. There is nothing in the past records of these three 

leaders to lend credence to the Modi government’s false and self-serving 

claim that they pose a threat to ‘public safety’ in J&K or that they have 

endangered national interests with their activities,” it said.

The very validity of the Jammu & Kashmir Public Safety Act (PSA), 1978 

can be challenged following the dilution of Article 370 as the State had now 

been stripped off its special status, it added.

“All this exposes the oft-repeated lie of Prime Minister Shri Narendra Modi 

and Home Minister Shri Amit Shah that the situation in J&K is ‘completely 

normal’.” It said while the government had recently organised well-

choreographed visits of foreign diplomats to Srinagar, it had placed all kinds 

of hurdles in the attempts of the representatives of India’s political and 

media establishment to move freely in the State and assess the situation on 

the ground.
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‘There was complete dereliction of duty by police’
Former East Delhi MP and Congress leader Sandeep Dikshit was among 

the first to visit the areas of north-east Delhi hit by communal violence two 

weeks ago. Excerpts:

You visited the violence-hit areas of north-east Delhi. What did you find 

there?

I was being told that this is some anti-CAA [Citizenship (Amendment) Act], 

pro-CAA supporters locally and people trying to muscle down the other. But 

on [February] 24, things suddenly started going wrong. So, I tried to contact 

my people and go there sometime in the evening. I found that some of the 

areas blocked so I quickly came back. On [February] 25 I randomly went 

from place to place; Muslim-dominated, Hindu-dominated, mixed population 

areas. There was a sense of panic and fear in both communities. There was 

some anger in the Hindu community; they had this sense that the protests 

[against the CAA] had gone on too long. Then came [BJP leader] Kapil 

Mishra speech. I think he used a platform where there were police people 

standing around him to give a very clear message as to who is with us.

What about the police role?

Initially, it was a case of masterly inactivity, followed by biased assistance 

towards one community. The police don’t have to wait for any order when 

there is a clear case of violation of law and order in front of you. They 

are duty-bound by their oath to intervene and that is something they just 

didn’t do. So either they were given explicit instructions not to do anything 

when things go bad or there was fear in them that they cannot retaliate 

against particular communities, because a government favours a particular 

community. But very clearly, it was complete dereliction of duty. You know, 

there are two huge Rapid Force [Rapid Action Force] camps [in the area 

and these men] could have been called within five minutes. So it was a 
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case of dereliction of duty, but it literally turned into willful abuse of law and 

neutrality.

In your view, where does the buck stop?

I think the first is the kind of a political atmosphere we have seen. Secondly, 

I would put it squarely on the [former] police commissioner. Amulya Patnaik 

has gone out dishonourably. It was a matter of two to three hours, one flag 

march, one lathi charge, a few tear gas shells in every area and things 

would have been completely normal.

What about the AAP government? 

They say the police do not fall under them.

If Aam Aadmi Party government [functionaries] had come out onto the 

streets, none of this would have happened. You have your SDMs [Sub-

Divisional Magistrates] and your Collectors. If they had started moving 

in the area, none of this would have happened. If [Chief Minister] Arvind 

Kejriwal and others were travelling around in their cavalcade in these areas 

you really think police would have been inactive? Can the police remain 

inactive if the Chief Minister is travelling? Mr. Kejriwal knew that he had 

the Muslim vote with him and can probably play the role of a leader of both 

communities in his larger national ambitions. He is hunting with the hound 

and running with the hare. When you become too clever by half, this is what 

happens. Delhi was not a vote against communalism but a vote for free 

power, electricity. And many people misread that as him presenting some 

new kind of a secular hope.

LPG scheme closed, but only 3 States have gone kerosene-
free
A parliamentary committee has said only three States and five Union 
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Territories have become kerosene-free, though the government last 

September met the target of eight crore LPG connections under the Pradhan 

Mantri Ujjwala Yojana.

The report of the Parliamentary Committee on Petroleum, which was tabled 

last week, points to the gap between the continuing use of kerosene and the 

claim of 97% LPG coverage nationwide. The committee is headed by BJP 

member Ramesh Bidhuri.

The allocation for the scheme has been cut down by 58% from Rs. 2,724 

crore during 2019-20 to Rs. 1,118 crore during 2020-21. The Petroleum 

Ministry informed the committee that the government had met the target on 

September 7, 2019, and 96.9% coverage had been achieved nationwide, 

except in Jammu and Kashmir. The Ministry said the scheme was no longer 

running, and the present allocation was meant to meet the arrears in the 

reimbursement of expenditure.

The 97% coverage has been calculated on the basis of the number of 

households — it stands at 2,850.5 lakh as on February 1 this year — and 

the domestic LPG consumers, at 2,772.2 lakh.

The committee was upset at the closure of the scheme, and said there was 

still a lot of ground to cover. “There are poor households in the general 

category in urban and semi-urban localities that also need to be covered. 

The committee, therefore, recommends that the scheme be extended to 

poor households in urban and semi-urban slum areas and achieve a higher 

LPG coverage of the population by providing connections to households 

that do not have LPG,” the report said.

At the same time, the committee said, large segments of people in various 

States still depended on kerosene for cooking and household lighting. The 

Ministry has justified the low number of ‘kerosene-free’ States and Union 

Territories, saying their consent is critical. Karnataka, Telangana, Haryana, 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    
National

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

Nagaland, Bihar, Gujarat, Rajasthan, Maharashtra, Goa, Andhra Pradesh, 

Chandigarh and Puducherry have gone for a voluntary cut.

Only three States — Haryana, Punjab and Andhra Pradesh — and the 

Union Territories of Delhi, Chandigarh, Daman & Diu, Dadar & Nagar Haveli, 

Andaman & Nicobar Islands and Puducherry have become kerosene-free.

RBI invites applications for Deputy Governor’s post
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has invited applications from its Executive 

Directors for the Deputy Governor’s post as B.P. Kanungo, one of the four 

Deputy Governors, is scheduled to complete his three-year term in April.

There are 12 Executive Directors in the RBI at present. To be eligible for the 

Deputy Governor’s post, a candidate must be below 60 years.

RBI has four Deputy Governors, of which two are promoted from within the 

ranks of RBI. Mr. Kanungo’s replacement will come from the RBI. Of the 

other two, one is an economist and the other is a commercial banker. Mr. 

Kanungo took over as the Deputy Governor of RBI on April 3, 2017. He had 

a three-year term.

As Deputy Governor, he was looking after departments like currency 

management, payments and settlement, foreign exchange department, 

internal debt management, among others. Mr. Kanungo, a career central 

banker, joined the Reserve Bank of India in September 1982.

He has worked in several functional areas of the bank such as foreign 

exchange management, banking amd non-banking supervision, currency 

management, government and bank accounts and public debt.

Sources said while the RBI had started the process to find a successor for 

Mr. Kanungo, there was a possibility that he may be given an extension 

by the government. The Deputy Governors of RBI are appointed by the 
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government. “He can get an extension though RBI had to start the process 

of finding a replacement,” said a source. Another Deputy Governor N.S. 

Viswanathan has requested for retirement on health grounds.

‘States to be asked to invoke Epidemic Disease Act’
 “It has been decided that all States/Union Territories should be advised to 

invoke provisions of Section 2 of the Epidemic Disease Act, 1897 so that 

all advisories being issued from time to time by the Ministry/State/UTs are 

enforceable,” Health Secretary Preeti Sudan said  , after a meeting of a 

high-level Group of Ministers here.

The GoM was constituted to review the measures taken for the management 

of COVID-19 in India.

Ms. Sudan added that as a measure of prevention, it is reiterated that as 

per the travel advisory, passengers with travel history to China, Hong Kong, 

Republic of Korea, Japan, Italy, Thailand, Singapore, Iran, Malaysia, France, 

Spain and Germany should undergo self-imposed quarantine for 14 days 

from the date of their arrival, and their employers should facilitate work-

from-home for such employees during this period.

The meeting was also attended by Secretaries and other senior officials of 

the relevant Ministries and Departments.

IMA’s appeal

Meanwhile, the Indian Medical Association (IMA) said that sharing data of 

infected people on a daily basis with the public has created panic across 

the country.

It appealed to the government to “classify the data” of the pandemic and 

take appropriate action with “clinical precision.”

In a release, the association noted that doctors and hospitals remain a silver 
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lining in otherwise clueless situations for the common man, and every doctor 

should function as a source of credible information in their locality and instil 

confidence and trust in the public.

The International Federation of the Red Cross (IFRC), UNICEF and the 

World Health Organization (WHO) also issued new guidance to help protect 

children and schools from transmission of the COVID-19.

Practical checklists

“The guidance provides critical considerations and practical checklists to 

keep schools safe. It also advises national and local authorities on how 

to adapt and implement emergency plans for educational facilities,” the 

release said. The release noted that in the event of school closures, the 

guidance includes recommendations to mitigate against the possible 

negative impacts on children’s learning and well being. “This means having 

solid plans in place to ensure the continuity of learning, including remote 

learning options such as online education strategies and radio broadcasts 

of academic content, and access to essential services for all children. These 

plans should also include necessary steps for the eventual safe reopening 

of schools,” it said.

The group added that the guidance, while specific to countries that have 

already confirmed the transmission of COVID-19, is still relevant in all other 

contexts.

“Education can encourage students to become advocates for disease 

prevention and control at home, in school, and in their community,” the 

guidance said.

Social media platforms to be made accountable
The government is finalising the ‘intermediaries’ guidelines’ to make the 
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social media platforms, including Facebook and Twitter, more responsive 

and accountable.

“The Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology is in the process 

of amending the Information Technology (Intermediaries Guidelines) Rules, 

2011, to make the social media platforms more responsive and accountable. 

The rules are being finalised,” Minister of State for Electronics and IT Sanjay 

Dhotre said in a written reply to the Rajya Sabha.

The government had first released the draft for proposed amendments to 

the IT Act in December 2018, inviting public comments. It proposed to make 

it mandatory for platforms such as WhatsApp, Facebook and Twitter to trace 

the “originator” of “unlawful” information and remove such content within 24 

hours of notice.

‘Centre monitoring virus situation along with RBI’
Amid intense volatility in the financial markets due to concerns over the 

impact of COVID-19, Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman   said that the 

government, along with the Reserve Bank of India (RBI), was conscious 

of the developments and was monitoring the situation almost on a daily 

basis.

The statement came at a time when the stock markets plunged over 10% 

in the opening session   as the virus-led recession fears triggered panic 

selling.

“The Government of India is in touch with various departments concerned, 

and also State governments, and has been continuously monitoring the 

coronavirus [situation] and making sure that effective, timely steps are taken 

to take care of Indian interests and also ensuring that Indians who travelled 

abroad are tested, monitored,” the Finance Minister said.
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Replying to a query at a press conference, Ms. Sitharaman said, “As it is, 

global markets have all had severe volatility. And we are also consciously 

monitoring all of them. It’s no consolation to say that stock markets elsewhere 

have also suffered. I’m conscious of that. But globally, there is [such] serious 

repercussion felt; we are conscious of the developments and together with 

RBI we are monitoring.”

The Minister added that she had already held meetings with all the industries 

concerned to address challenges that are arising due to the outbreak of 

COVID-19, and the government departments are now spending a lot of time 

to see how best they could get relief from the challenges.

Centre announces Common Eligibility Test
Applicants for jobs in railways, banks and lower levels of Central government 

will now write a common eligibility test (CET) from 2021, Minister for 

Personnel, Public Grievances and Pensions Jitendra Singh told journalists.

In a bid to streamline the hiring process for government agencies as well 

as the 2.5 crore candidates who apply each year, the Centre will set up an 

autonomous National Recruitment Agency (NRA) to conduct this online test, 

under which, candidates can apply through a common registration portal.

“This is not merely an administrative reform, but a huge socio-economic 

reform as well. It aims at providing a level playing field for all candidates by 

removing the obstacles involved in appearing for multiple examinations,” 

said Dr. Singh.

“The exam dates for 2020 have already been announced [for the existing 

separate exams], so this will be implemented from 2021,” he said.

He said the NRA proposal would soon go for Cabinet approval.

The CET will replace the first level tests conducted by the Staff Selection 
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Commission, the Railway Recruitment Board and the Institute of Banking 

Personnel Selection.

‘It’s wrong to presume that mergers will solve banks’ woes’
Mergers of nationalised banks will lead to closure of certain branches and 

doubling or trebling of depositors. It would be a big challenge for the bank 

with limited staff to servicing them as before, says All India Bank Employees 

Association general secretary C.H. Venkatachalam . Besides, the recovery 

of NPAs would take a back seat as witnessed in the case of SBI. Excerpts 

from an interview:

Do you foresee hurdles in the proposed merger of nationalised 

banks?

The main hurdle will be to the smooth process of integration. In our 

country, all our banks have their own importance in terms of origin, growth, 

expansion and geographical [focus], and have been contributing to economic 

development in their own way. When banks were nationalised in 1969, they 

were small.

In the last 50 years, all of them have grown in terms of branch network, 

business volume and customers reach. Merger of banks will take away 

their identity and customers will find it difficult to deal with the new bank. 

Secondly, branch rationalisation and branch closures are bound to happen 

on account of mergers.

What challenges would investors and depositors face?

By merging branches in a certain locality, the number of customers to be 

taken care of by the merged branch will double or treble. Hence, customer 

attention and quality of customer service are bound to be affected adversely. 

When every customer wants better service, the branch will face a big hurdle 
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in this regard.

Borrowers also are used to a particular branch servicing their requirements. 

They will now be compelled to deal with a new branch. The branch staff too 

will not be aware of the borrower’s history.

Investors have made their savings in various banks based on preference, 

convenience, etc. There are customers dealing with such banks for years 

and for a few generations.

Banking is no simple commercial transaction, but one accompanied by 

personal experiences and relationship with a particular bank. Now, in the 

name of mergers, they will be forced to bank with a lender not of their 

choice.

What would be the status of employee unions as some banks have 

more than one?

All banks in India are covered by a common and uniform industry-level 

settlement covering their wages and service conditions. In this regard, 

the unions will not face any problem, because even after the mergers, 

employees will continue to have the same wages and service conditions. 

But, the policies pertaining to transfers and promotions are different in each 

bank, governed by each bank-level settlement.

Mergers of banks will create a lot of problems for employees in inter-se 

seniority, transfers to their place of choice, etc. This will pose a challenge to 

the unions dealing with these problems.

Further, there are many welfare schemes, fringe benefits and other schemes 

that vary from bank to bank. Mergers will impact these benefits and schemes 

and unionists have to address these issues to harmonise these benefits.

Further, due to rationalisation and closure of branches, employees may be 

displaced and deployed to other centres, which will be an important problem 

to be addressed by the unions.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    
National

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

Will recovery of bad debts take a back seat?

Mergers will totally divert the attention of the banks from loan recovery and it 

is bound to take a back seat.

The new entity bank will not know the background of the defaulters and 

borrowers. The volume of borrowal accounts in a branch will rise This is 

one reason why we are opposing mergers. After merger of six associate 

banks with SBI, non-performing assets went up. Hence, it is also a wrong 

presumption that the proposed move [to merge] will resolve problems faced 

by the banks.

COVID-19 outbreak poses new challenges to India’s U.S. 
policy
The outbreak of COVID-19 across the U.S., taking the administration of 

President Donald Trump by complete surprise, could inflict the ongoing 

campaign for the presidential election scheduled for November. This could 

also have an impact on India-U.S. ties, if the crisis cuts short the Trump 

presidency to a single term.

The crisis has put the focus sharply on issues that animate politics in the 

U.S. It exposed the vulnerabilities of the country’s healthcare system that is 

dependent on its profiteering private sector; its extremely ruthless employment 

conditions that make it difficult for people to take sick leave; and a wider 

range of questions regarding the globally distributed manufacturing models 

that undercut American workers.

How deeply susceptible is the superpower to unpredictable global events 

beyond its control, and how the country’s political and economic model might 

exacerbate this weakness have been part of America’s public discourse 

through the September 11, 2001 terrorist attacks and the 2008 financial crisis. 

The current public health crisis could influence the debate further.
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One has to see how this alters the complexion of the Democratic primary 

contest between Bernie Sanders and Joe Biden, and the winner’s face-off 

with Mr. Trump in November. Mr. Trump and Mr. Sanders offer two distinctively 

different critiques of globalisation — the former wants a mercantilist global 

order, while the latter advocates a dismantling of the trade system that exploits 

American workers and wants the creation of a social security system for the 

country. Mr. Biden is the torch-bearer of the neoliberal global order.

Lack of grip

Mr. Trump appeared invincible until a fortnight ago as the economy was 

looking up and the stock market was on a sustained upward climb. His 

approval ratings were high. After the public display of his lack of grip over 

administrative matters, and the stock market thrown into a tail spin, the 

President’s characteristic ability to blow his own trumpet is now merely 

jarring. Trump loyalists have figured that the virus is politically life-threatening 

for them, and have already launched their response — targeting China and 

topping up their nationalist rhetoric.

Mr. Biden has raced far ahead of Mr. Sanders by uniting establishment 

Democrats, but the latter will certainly repackage his democratic socialism 

against the backdrop of the current crisis and give a final push for his 

candidacy. Either of them will be a credible challenge to Mr. Trump.

If a Democrat wins the White House, India’s U.S. policy, which is now riding 

on the presumption of Mr. Trump’s invincibility, will be thrown into disarray as 

much as his rise did in 2016.

The two Democrats in the field have widely diverging viewpoints about the 

world order, but both share a distaste for India’s Hindutva nationalism. If it is 

Mr. Biden who wins the nomination, he will have to accommodate a substantial 

part of Mr. Sanders’s platform ahead of the general election.

The Indian government’s unsophisticated confrontation with the Democrats 
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and the carping of U.S.-based Hindutva groups against them could come 

back to bite in the event of a change of guard in the White House.

In any case, teetering on the brink of senility, Mr. Biden as President will 

merely echo the Democratic playbook on South Asia, human rights and 

communalism in India.

The virus has put Mr. Trump’s re-election plans on ventilator. If he does not 

survive, India will pay for its decision of aligning with Mr. Trump with a period 

in the isolation ward.

Civil rights groups seek clarity on NPR
Civil rights groups spearheading an agitation in Rajasthan against the 

Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA)   demanded that the Congress 

government clarify its position on the National Population Register (NPR) 

and stop its process scheduled to begin next month. The indefinite sit-in at 

the Shaheed Smarak here, inspired by Delhi’s Shaheen Bagh protest, has 

entered the 44th day.

The protests were held under the banner of the Samvidhan Evum Loktantra 

Bachao Abhiyan.

The Abhiyan’s convener Sawai Singh said at a press conference here that 

it was widely believed that the NPR would be the first step towards the 

preparation of the National Register of Citizens. The State government 

should step in to stop the clubbing of the NPR with the Census. “The people 

of Rajasthan will boycott the NPR survey unless the the Congress spells out 

its stand,” he said.

Association for Protection of Civil Rights president Paker Farooq said Home 

Minister Amit Shah had misled the country by stating in Parliament that no 

document would be required from people in the NPR survey. “The Citizenship 

(Registration of Citizens and Issue of National Identity Cards) Rules, 2003, 
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contains these provisions, which will be misused in the NPR exercise,” he 

said.

The Abhiyan members urged the State government to issue an order that the 

exercise for preparing the NPR in its present form would not be started.

‘J&K will have a domicile policy’
Union Home Minister Amit Shah   assured members of the newly formed 

Apni Party of Jammu and Kashmir that the intention of the government was 

not to bring in any “demographic changes” in the region.

Mr. Shah informed a party delegation that J&K would have a “better domicile 

policy than other States in the country”.

On August 5, 2019, the Centre revoked the special status of J&K under 

Article 370 and Article 35A of the Constitution. The two revoked provisions 

had enabled the J&K Assembly to decide the “permanent residents” of the 

erstwhile State, prohibiting people from outside from buying property and 

ensuring job reservation for residents.

A statement issued by the Home Ministry   said Mr. Shah met a 24-member 

delegation from the Apni Party, led by Altaf Bukhari, and held discussions on 

some 40 issues. Mr. Shah said “visible changes will be seen on the ground 

in the next three to four months”.

The delegation was told that the statehood of J&K, which was made a Union 

Territory along with the abrogation of special status, would be restored at an 

early opportunity and “this is also good for India’s interest, as the region is a 

border area”.

Mr. Shah said all decisions on relaxation of restrictions in J&K that were 

being taken by the Prime Minister and implemented by the Home Ministry 

were based on ground realities and not under any pressure.

“He referred to steps like release of people from preventive detention, 
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restoration of the Internet, relaxation in curfew, and added that even political 

prisoners would be freed in the time to come as the main objective of the 

government is that not a single person should die, be it a common Kashmiri 

or security personnel,” the Ministry’s statement said.

Mr. Shah told the delegation that soon, an attractive industrial policy and an 

economic development policy would be announced.

A land bank had been created.

“He said for the last 70 years, J&K attracted Rs. 13,000 crore and expressed 

hope that by (the year) 2024 three times more investment will come in the 

region as there is huge potential for the same,” the statement said.

‘Open to suggestions’

On the issues of reservation, the Home Minister said a commission would 

be set up soon and reiterated that no injustice would be done to Gujjars, 

nomads and other communities.

Mr. Shah said the government was open to suggestions and feedback from 

all including “old parties, new parties and individuals”.

Emerging from the meeting, Mr. Bukhari, who was a Minister in the previous 

Peoples Democratic Party government in J&K, denied allegations that the 

Apni Party was a “B” team of the BJP.

“We came with a message from the people of J&K. Time will show whether 

we are an ‘A’ team or ‘B’ team. We have been clearly told that there will be 

no demographic changes, and our land will not be snatched. We are here 

to discuss the economic distress and other problems faced by people in the 

past eight months,” Mr. Bukhari said.

He said half the Apni Party members would be experienced people and the 

rest newcomers.

By restricting the number of terms a person could become party president 

to two, the party would ensure that it did not turn into a dynasty-driven party. 
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The delegation met Prime Minister Narendra Modi  .

Lok Sabha passes Appropriation Bill
The Lok Sabha   passed the Appropriation Bill 2020-21 that empowers the 

government to draw over Rs. 110 lakh crore from the Consolidated Fund of 

India for its working, as well as for the implementation of its programmes and 

schemes.

Now, with only the Finance Bill that pertains to the government’s taxation 

proposal awaiting passage, questions are being asked if the government 

would go in for an early adjournment because of the spread of COVID-19.

Both Speaker Om Birla and Parliamentary Affairs Minister Pralhad Joshi have 

so far said there is no plan to cut short the session ahead of its scheduled 

date of April 3.

With the passage of the Appropriation Bill, two-thirds of the exercise for the 

approval of the 2020-21 Budget has been completed as both Houses had 

debated Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman’s Budget proposals in the first 

half of the current session.

The Appropriation Bill, passed by by a voice vote, envisages spending of Rs. 

110.4 lakh crore during the Financial Year 2020-21. Speaker Om Birla applied 

“guillotine” — the Parliamentary tool to club all other pending subjects for 

discussion — after the discussion on the demand for grants to the Ministry 

of Tourism was completed. Earlier, the House had discussed in detail the 

demands for grants for Railways, and the Ministry of Social Justice and 

Empowerment.

Participating in the discussion on tourism, the BJP’s Rajiv Pratap Rudy 

cautioned the government on impact of COVID-19 on the tourism sector 

and urged the government to offer a relief package as other countries have 

done.
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Initiating the debate, Congress member Vincent Pala said that though there 

is a huge potential for growth in the sector, there is hardly any coordination 

between the Tourism Ministry and other Ministries.

IMA investors: Govt. to consider amending Act
The State government   assured the Legislative Assembly that it consider the 

suggestion of amending the Karnataka Protection of Interest of Depositors 

in Financial Establishments Act to ensure that investors are not cheated by 

being made out as partners in the multi-crore

I Monetary Advisory scam.

Jharkhand Cabinet sets up committee to review domicile 
policy
The Jharkhand Cabinet Tuesday decided to set up a cabinet sub-committee to 

redefine who would be treated as a domicile. The sub-committee comprising 

three members will define the term ‘Jharkhandi’, based on which a local 

employment policy will be enacted.

The state domicile has always been a contentious matter. Following the 

creation of Jharkhand in 2000, the first Chief Minister, Babulal Marandi, 

thought it was necessary to define a ‘Jharkhandi’, as it would help in rolling 

out benefits including government jobs to local people. However, in 2003, 

Marandi resigned over this issue.

The tribal population in the state has been demanding 1932 as the cut-

off date while taking into account proof of land records. But, according to 

experts, Marandi had mentioned 1964 as the cut-off date. This led to wide-

spread protest as non-tribals believed that the 1932 cut-off date would take 

away their right since many came after it.
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However, after 2002, successive government have refrained from touching 

the issue until CM Raghubar Das’s government, which came to power in 

2014, notified a “relaxed domicile policy” in 2016, mentioning six ways in 

which one could be treated as a domicile of the state. First, a person is 

called a resident if his or her father’s name is in the land records. The gram 

sabha can identify in case a person is landless. Second, people who are into 

business or have been employed for the past 30 years or more in the state 

along with their heirs will be considered a resident. The rest include people 

who are employed by the state or central government in Jharkhand, have 

held any constitutional or statutory posts along with their spouses or children, 

or people who were born in the state and completed their matriculation or 

equivalent examination. Experts, however, say that Das’s policy was flawed 

as it did not give priority to tribals, for whom the state was created.

Following the formation of the Hemant Soren government in December last 

year, JMM president Shibu Soren had said that 1932 Khatiyan (proof of land 

document of a person) should be made the cut-off date to formulate the 

‘Sthaniya Niti’ (domicile policy).

Coronavirus: States shut doors to break chain
PUNJAB

• Curfew with no relaxations. All residents to stay indoors. Punjab was 

the first state to act   after people flouted lockdown orders. In Bathinda, 

people who were seen on roads were made to hold a pamphlet that 

read, “Main samaj da dushman haan.. main ghar vich nahi rahanga (I 

am an enemy of the society, I will not be at my home).” In a video 

message, Chief Minister Amarinder Singh said he was forced to take 

the step “in the larger interest of the state, and in the interest of all 

of you”. Singh said he received reports that people were moving 
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around as usual in towns, mohallas and cities despite the lockdown 

that came into effect   morning. In Barnala, shopkeepers objected to 

police strictness in getting shops grocery shops closed, though they 

were under essential items.

MAHARASHTRA

• Curfew. Chief Minister Uddhav Thackeray said the government had 

been forced to act because “Despite multiple requests, people are 

not following rules”. The BSE will remain open. Although a curfew has 

not been imposed in the state, Thackeray used the word curfew as he 

announced steps the government had decided to take to keep people 

from stepping out. “We have enforced Section 144 in the state. Now I 

am compelled to enforce the curfew in the state as I got information in 

the morning from many places about people being on the streets. So 

I am compelled to impose curfew across the state and not more than 

five people should gather,” said Thackeray, in a speech livestreamed 

over social media.

CHANDIGARH, PUDUCHERRY

• Curfew, borders sealed.

GUJARAT

• Statewide lockdown from Monday midnight until March 31.

KARNATAKA

• Non-essential services, commercial establishments in 9 districts shut 

until March 31.

NORTH-EAST

• Lockdown in Tripura from 2 pm  ; Manipur locked down till March 31; 

Assam to be locked down from 6 pm   until March 31, but grocers, 

pharmacists and petrol pumps exempt; Arunachal Pradesh, Nagaland, 

Mizoram under lockdown.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    
National

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

UTTARAKHAND

• No public transport except to/from hospitals and airports; all shops, 

offices, factories shut; borders closed. After 10 am, only petrol pumps 

open; private vehicles also not allowed.

TAMIL NADU

• From Tuesday 6 pm until March 31, only essential services; district 

borders sealed.

J&K, LADAKH

• Borders sealed, only essential services vehicles allowed.

RAJASTHAN

• All inter-state and intra-state movements stopped. Limited public 

transport to ferry people to airport, stations, and hospitals. Curfew in 

urban limits of Bhilwara and Jhunjhunu.

TELANGANA, AP

• Both states under total lockdown; borders sealed.

WEST BENGAL

• Lockdown extended to over six districts and several other cities and 

towns, from Darjeeling to Kolkata, till March 27 midnight. CM Mamata 

Banerjee wrote to PM Narendra Modi, requesting him to issue 

necessary instructions to stop all flights from landing in the state.

Centre amends law to enable excise duty increase on fuel
The government   amended the law to get enabling powers to raise excise 

duty on petrol and diesel by Rs. 8 per litre each in future.

Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman moved an amendment to the Finance 

Bill, 2020, to raise the limit up to which the government can raise special 

excise duty on petrol and diesel to Rs. 18 per litre and Rs. 12, respectively.

The amendment, along with the Finance Bill, was passed without a debate 
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in the Lok Sabha.

The government had on March 14 raised excise duty on petrol and diesel 

by Rs. 3 per litre each to raise an additional Rs. 39,000 crore in revenue 

annually. This duty hike included Rs. 2 a litre increase in special additional 

excise duty and Rs. 1 in road and infrastructure cess.

This hike took the special additional excise duty to maximum permissible in 

law — Rs. 10 in case of petrol and Rs. 4 in case of diesel.

Now, through an amendment of the Eighth Schedule of the Finance Act, this 

limit has been increased to Rs. 18 per litre in case of petrol and Rs. 12 in 

case of diesel.

No hike planned for now

This is an enabling provision and no change in excise duty is being done as 

of now, an official said.

The amendment gives powers to the government to raise the duty by up to 

Rs. 8 per litre in petrol and diesel at any time it wishes.

Earlier in the day, the Lok Sabha passed the Finance Bill, 2020, without any 

discussion as the House curtailed its sittings in the wake of the COVID-19 

outbreak.

More than 40 amendments were introduced by the government to the 

Finance Bill, which was moved for consideration and passing, by the Finance 

Minister.

The decision to pass the Bill without any discussion was taken at an all-party 

meeting convened by Speaker Om Birla. Some amendments moved by the 

Opposition were negated. The Bill gives effect to the financial proposals of 

the Central Government for fiscal 2020-21.

Parliament passes amendments to Finance Act
Parliament   passed amendments to the Finance Act, with the introduction of 
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a monetary threshold of Rs 15 lakh for taxing non-resident Indians (NRIs), 

an equalisation levy for e-commerce operators, increased TDS compliance 

for cash withdrawals by those who haven’t filed income tax returns for three 

years, and a lower rate of tax collected at source (TCS) for remitting education 

loan money overseas as some of the amendments introduced.

The amendments introduced a Rs 15 lakh threshold for taxing NRIs’ Indian 

income if the person qualified as a deemed resident by staying in India for 

120 days or more as against no monetary limit earlier in the Budget.

“The liability to pay tax on such deemed resident will be only in respect of 

business controlled in India or profession set up in India, and that too when 

such income exceeds the threshold of say Rs 15 lakh. Further, such persons 

have been categorised as ‘not ordinarily resident’ if they reside in India for 

120 days or more but less than 182 days,” Rakesh Nangia, chairman of 

Nangia Andersen Consulting, said.

The government also expanded the ambit of the equalisation levy for non-

resident e-commerce operators involved in supply of services, including 

online sale of goods and provision of services, with the levy at the rate of 

2 per cent. Equalisation levy at 6 per cent has been in force since 2016 on 

payment exceeding Rs 1 lakh a year to a non-resident service provider for 

online advertisements.

The amendments also lowered TCS rate to 0.5 per cent from 5 per cent 

for transfer of money overseas through Liberalised Remittance Scheme 

(LRS) if the fund is borrowed from banks and specified institutions to fund 

education.

The government has introduced compliance layers on cash withdrawal over 

Rs 1 crore by specifying that a person who has not filed income tax return 

for three 3 preceding years would be liable for a 2 per cent TDS on cash 

withdrawal for Rs 20 to Rs1 crore, and 5 per cent in the amount exceeds Rs 

1 crore.
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In another significant change, the government has withdrawn 0.1 per cent 

TCS from being applicable to exporters, which was proposed as an anti-

evasion measure on sale of goods over Rs 50 lakh in a year and 1 per cent 

if the seller does not have PAN or Aadhaar.

“Exempting exports from TCS is a big relief to exporters and extension of 

TCS deadline to October 1, 2020 will give a breather to taxpayers to build up 

their IT systems,” Samir Kanabar, Tax Partner, EY India, said.

Also, the government extended the tax exemption given to sovereign wealth 

funds to global pension funds as well. In the Union Budget 2020-21, the 

government had announced a 100 per cent tax exemption on long-term 

capital gains, dividend and interest on investment into infrastructure made by 

sovereign wealth funds (SWFs). This was applicable for investments made 

on or before March 2024, and held on for a minimum period of three years.

While sovereign wealth funds were given this exemption, global pension 

funds – which are also an important source of money – were left out. The 

changes in the Finance Bill make it attractive for pension funds as well to 

pursue long term investments in the infrastructure sector in India.

Counter spread of superstition with scientific reports, PM 
tells media
Applauding the work done by journalists, Prime Minister Narendra Modi   

said that the media should “counter pessimism and panic through positive 

communication” and also asked news channels to counter the spread of 

superstition through scientific reportage.

Modi   interacted with representatives of some TV news groups, and 

said COVID-19 is a “lifetime challenge (that) needs to be tackled through 

new and innovative solutions”.

Modi said the global pandemic has to be tackled through “new and 
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innovative solutions”. He said, “A long battle lies ahead of us, whereby 

awareness for social distancing has to be spread and information about 

latest developments and key decisions needs to be communicated swiftly 

and professionally by the channels through easy to grasp language.”

Interacting with stakeholders from channels through a video-conference to 

discuss the emerging challenges, Modi thanked the media for “understanding 

the gravity of the pandemic threat from day one” and appreciated the role 

played by the channels in spreading awareness”, according to a government 

statement.

Modi “commended the dedication and commitment of reporters, camerapersons 

and technicians working tirelessly in the field and in newsrooms across the 

country, calling their work a service to the nation”, the release stated.

He asked the channels to spread scientific reports, involve informed people 

in their discussions and counter the spread of misinformation. He underlined 

the importance of discipline from citizens and maintaining social distancing 

to counter the spread of the virus. He also said the media should spread 

more awareness about digital payment mechanisms to avoid spread of the 

virus through currency notes.

The government said in its statement that the media representatives 

suggested that a department of doctors should be available not only to check 

on reporters but also to help combat rumours.

Modi is likely to hold a similar interaction with leaders of the print media 

industry.

Union Minister for Information and Broadcasting Prakash Javadekar, and 

senior officials of the I&B and health ministries also participated in the 

interaction.
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Coronavirus: Election Commission postpones Rajya Sabha 
elections
[Important for: Polity, politics, Ethics & Integrity, Essay]

The Election Commission   postponed elections to 18 Rajya Sabha seats 

scheduled on March 26 in view of the lockdown imposed across India due 

to coronavirus.

“The prevailing unforeseen situation of public health emergency indicates the 

need for avoidance of possibilities of gatherings of any nature, which expose 

all concerned to possible health hazard. The poll process in the above said 

elections would necessarily include the gathering of polling officials, agents 

of political parties, support official and members of respective legislative 

assemblies on the poll day, which may not be suitable in view of the prevailing 

unforeseen situation and related advisories in the country,” the EC said in a 

statement.

The EC will review the situation and announce fresh dates later.

Labour Minister urges CMs to pay workers directly
Union Labour and Employment Minister Santosh Kumar Gangwar   wrote to 

all Chief Ministers and Lieutenant-Governors asking them to directly release 

funds into the accounts of construction workers using the cess collected by 

their respective Building and Other Construction Workers’ Welfare Boards.

The Minister wrote that the government was taking various measures to 

provide relief to workers in view of the economic impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic.

For construction workers, who tend to rely on daily wages, the government 

issued the advisory to all States and Union Territories to use the cess fund, a 

statement from the Ministry said. The Ministry said about 3.5 crore construction 

workers were registered with the State boards and about Rs.52,000 crore 
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was available to the boards in the form of cess collected over the years.

In his letter, Mr. Gangwar said each State or Union Territory could decide the 

amount f payment to be made to the workers. “The financial assistance at 

this point of time would help to mitigate the financial crisis of our construction 

workers to some extent and boost their morale to deal with this epidemic,” the 

Minister wrote. Starting Sunday, large parts of the country have been under 

lock-down to slow down the spread of the coronavirus till March 31, leading 

to construction activity being hit as well.

Act against those who hide travel history: HC
The Jammu and Kashmir High Court (HC)   directed the authorities of 

the Union Territories of Jammu and Kashmir and Ladakh to enforce their 

orders regarding disclosure on travel history in the wake of the COVID-19 

pandemic.

Hearing a public interest litigation appeal through video conferencing from 

Srinagar, Chief Justice Gita Mittal and Justice Sindhu Sharma in an order 

said that judicial notice can be taken of several cases being reported in the 

electronic and the print media with regard to persons who were concealing 

their foreign travel history, to escape the mandatory quarantine. “Some of 

such persons have been found to be infected and huge public resources 

have been expended on tracking, not only these persons, but their several 

contacts during the period up to their detection,” the order read.

The High Court has also directed BSNL to ensure that every effort is made to 

operationalise the video-conferencing facilities in all the courts within the two 

Union Territories at the earliest.

The court directed the Secretary of Public Health Engineering to look into the 

water supply roster and ensure equitable distribution to all residents.
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New legislation to give State more powers for epidemic 
control
Kerala has proposed the enactment of the Kerala Epidemic Diseases 

Ordinance, 2020 as part of the State’s efforts to tighten regulations to make 

epidemic control more efficient and effective and to ensure the compliance 

of public health directives of the State.

Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan said that the Cabinet had approved the 

Ordinance and requested the Governor to approve it.

The new Ordinance has been drawn up by annulling the existing Travancore 

Epidemic Diseases Act and Cochin Epidemic Diseases Act and making the 

Epidemic Diseases Act, 1897 invalid in the Malabar region.

The said Ordinance will give the State sweeping powers to close State 

borders if required in a public health emergency, impose strict regulations 

on public and private transport and control the functioning of public and 

private offices and educational institutions.

Restrictions

The State can impose social restrictions, prevent people gathering in public 

places and issue strict regulations against the gathering of people in religious 

places of worship.

Violation of the provisions of the said law can invite imprisonment of up to 

two years and/or a fine of Rs. 10,000, Mr. Vijayan said.

He observed that the Centre placing the entire nation under lockdown, close 

on the heels of the State’s lockdown declaration, indicated that the public 

health threat posed by COVID-19 warranted this dire step.

CM’s appeal

He appealed to the public to stay indoors and avoid social interactions at all 

cost.

A lockdown was meant to keep people off the road and public places and 
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reduce social contact so that the virus transmission can be broken.

Though this does poses difficulties for people, the government has no option 

but to ensure that the regulations are clamped down more strictly.

Union Cabinet approves recapitalisation of RRBs
The Centre has approved a Rs. 1,340-crore recapitalisation plan for regional 

rural banks (RRBs) to improve their capital-to-risk weighted assets ratio 

(CRAR), strengthening these institutions that are critical to the provision of 

credit in rural areas.

The Cabinet Committee on Economic Affairs gave its nod for an outlay of 

Rs. 670 crore as the central share for the scheme on the condition that the 

release of the funds will be contingent upon the release of the proportionate 

share by the sponsor banks, an official statement said.

This would provide minimum regulatory capital for one more year viz. up to 

2020-21 for those RRBs that are unable to maintain the minimum CRAR of 

9%. This has been an ongoing scheme since 2011.

The RRBs are required to provide 75% of their total credit as priority sector 

lending with primary focus on agricultural credit, including small and marginal 

farmers, as well as micro entrepreneurs and rural artisans.

At a time of lockdown due to the COVID-19 crisis, financially stronger rural 

banks could also be crucial to ensuring liquidity in rural areas.

Money transfer, food aid: States announce schemes for daily 
wagers, vendors
From free ration to cash in bank accounts, UP, Andhra Pradesh and Gujarat 

are among a number of states that have stepped up to help the unorganised 

labour sector — construction workers to street vendors — get through weeks 
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without work under the coronavirus lockdown.

In most of these states, the workers will get Rs 1,000-1,500 as one-time 

relief through direct cash transfers, apart from ration assistance.

Reducing economic disruption

These targeted measures for the poor and daily wage workers, along with 

a series of other steps for companies and the banking sector, are being 

finalised to ease the extraordinary disruption in economy, which is forcing 

the Centre to let fiscal deficit expand and borrow more.

India’s unorganised workers make up 82.7 per cent or 39.14 crore of the 

total 47.41 crore estimated employed persons, according to last NSSO 

Employment and Unemployment Survey, 2011-12.

Uttar Pradesh – Rs 235 crore by March 31

Benefit: Rs 1,000 per month for daily wage labourers, rickshaw pullers and 

street vendors, etc., under the Shramik Bharan Poshan Yojna for about 

35 lakh beneficiaries — the scheme was launched Tuesday to cover the 

lockdown.

Process: The money will be transferred to bank accounts of beneficiaries. 

About 5.97 lakh labourers, of the 20.37 lakh registered with the state, do not 

have bank accounts and officials have been instructed to help them.

The Urban Development Department has been asked to prepare a database 

in two weeks of an estimated 15,000 street vendors and rickshaw pullers 

to be included in the scheme for which Rs 235 crore will be utilised within 

March 31.

Andhra Pradesh – Rs 1,000 for daily wagers, auto & cab drivers

Benefit: Rs 1,000 per family during lockdown for BPL holders, daily wagers, 

autorickshaw and cab drivers, weavers, cobblers, construction workers, 

labourers, and others in the unorganised sector. Chief Minister Y S Jagan 

Mohan
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Reddy said Rs 1,500 crore has been set aside for this package.

Process: Beneficiaries in these segments had been identified for schemes 

announced earlier by the YSRCP during the state poll campaign last year. 

The benefit will be delivered in cash within April 4 at doorsteps by village and 

ward volunteers, along with ration rice, 1-kg dal, oil and salt.

Gujarat – Free ration for 60 lakh families

Benefit: Free ration, including foodgrains, for daily wagers — about 60 lakh 

families consisting of 3.25 crore people — from April 1. Each person will get 

3.5 kg of wheat and 1.5 kg of rice, and every family 1 kg each of sugar, dal 

and salt.

Process: Rations will be distributed through fair price shops that are part of 

the Public Distribution System. Rations have already been sent to at least 

3,500 of the 17,000 fair price shops. The distribution will be carried out in a 

phased manner to prevent crowding at these shops.

Telangana – Rs 1,500 per family

Benefit: Rs 1,500 per family for white ration-card holders, BPL families, 

unorganised sector workers, etc. They will also get 12 kg of free rice instead 

of 6 kg for April. Telangana has set aside Rs 2,417 crore — Rs 1,103 crore 

for 3.36 lakh tonnes of rice and Rs 1,314 crore for the compensation.

Process: Based on white ration cards, and a ‘Comprehensive Household 

Survey’ conducted in 2014. The money will be credited directly in bank 

accounts of beneficiaries from March 30.

Rajasthan – Rs 1,000 for labourers, vendors

Benefit: Rs 1,000 each to 25 lakh construction workers and registered street 

vendors not covered under the social security pension scheme. The relief will 

be extended to 36.51 lakh BPL, state BPL and Antyodaya beneficiaries. The 

compensation is part of an Rs 2,000-crore relief package.

Process: Beneficiaries will be identified by district administrations and Social 
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Justice Department, and payments done through Direct Benefit Transfer 

(DBT) to bank accounts linked to Jan Aadhaar numbers.

Jammu & Kashmir – Rs 1,000 for construction workers

Benefit: Rs 1,000 each for 3.5 lakh people registered with the Building & 

Other Construction Workers Welfare Board for purchase of ration during the 

lockdown. All 2.26 lakh workers in the unorganised sector registered under 

the Employees’ State Insurance Corporation (ESIC) scheme will get relief, 

including wages.

Process: The beneficiaries will be identified by the Labour & Employment 

Department.

Uttarakhand – Rs 1,000 for vendors

Benefit: Rs 1,000 each for non-registered labourers, street-shop owners, 

fruit and vegetable vendors, and daily wagers. The government will utilise Rs 

30 crore from the Chief Minister’s Relief Fund.

Process: District Magistrates and local labour officers will conduct surveys in 

each district to identify beneficiaries who receive the money, either through 

their bank accounts or in cash.

Job of police to facilitate journalists, not impede work: Editors 
Guild
Responding to the multiple cases of police stopping journalists from 

reporting in different parts of the country since the 21-day lockdown came 

into effect, the Editors Guild of India has said police needs to be reminded 

by the governments that journalists provide an essential service and are 

exempted.

The Guild also said there should be regular minister-level briefings where the 

media gets the opportunity to ask questions.

In a statement issued, the Guild said, “The job of the police is not to impede 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    
National

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

journalists’ work, especially under current circumstances, but to facilitate their 

functioning. The State and Union Territory governments and the police also 

need to be reminded that media has been exempted as an essential service 

under the current lockdown guidelines of the Union Home Ministry.”

It noted “with concern that high-handed and arbitrary police action has 

obstructed many journalists from reporting on the coronavirus outbreak in 

many parts of the country”.

“Such action is self-defeating when media freedoms are critically important 

for covering the outbreak and the state response,” the Guild stated.

Migrant workers to be stopped, quarantined at borders: 
Centre
Terming the movement of migrant workers to reach their home towns 

a violation of the lockdown measures on maintaining social distance, the 

Union Home Ministry   directed State and Union Territory (UT) governments 

to provide temporary shelters, food and other essentials to the stranded poor 

and needy.

The migrant workers who have moved out of their work spots must be 

quarantined in the nearest shelter after proper screening for a minimum 

period of 14 days as per standard health protocol, the order added.

In another statement, the Centre said the States and UTs had been asked 

to strictly enforce the 21-day lockdown by prohibiting movement of people 

across cities and highways. Directions have been given to seal the district 

and State borders and allow only the movement of goods.

Adequate arrangements for food and shelter of the poor and needy, including 

migrant labourers, should also be made at the place of their work, for which 

the use of the State Disaster Response Fund has already been authorised.

“Sufficient funds are available with States in this head,” said the statement.
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Essentials exempted

In a separate letter to the Chief Secretaries of all States, Union Home 

Secretary Ajay Bhalla said the transportation of all goods, without distinction 

of essential and non-essential, has been allowed. He clarified that groceries 

include hygiene products such as hand washes, soaps, disinfectants, apart 

from battery cells, chargers and other items of daily use.

The entire milk supply and newspaper delivery chains have also been allowed, 

he said.

In order to mitigate the economic hardship of migrants, the Ministry told the 

State and UT governments to ensure that all employers, including industrialists 

and shop owners, pay wages without deduction at workplaces, on the due 

date and for the period their commercial establishments remain closed during 

the lockdown.

Landlords have been directed not to demand one month’s rent from workers, 

including migrant workers.

Lack of coordination with Centre, Bihar govt wakes up to 
migrant crisis
With more than 30,000 migrants reaching border towns of Bihar via Uttar 

Pradesh and another one lakh likely to arrive by Monday evening, the Bihar 

government now seems to have woken up to the challenge of the return of 

migrants.

When the Prime Minister announced the 21-day lockdown, the Bihar 

government neither anticipated this crisis nor prepared for this challenge. 

While it was trying to prepare its district and sub-division towns to gradually 

screen migrants reaching villages and small towns, it seemed to be in denial 

about the scale of the crisis.

Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar, who was upset at the UP and Delhi 
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governments for allowing migrants to violate the lockdown and expressed 

apprehensions about the spread of COVID-19, has spoken to his counterparts 

from at least five states, including Maharashtra, requesting them to hold 

people where they are by setting up camps to provide them food, shelter and 

medical aid.

JD(U) national spokesperson KC Tyagi said, “Migrants being allowed to 

leave Delhi and other towns is like launching a health war against Bihar. 

When the PM stressed on community distancing to prevent the spread 

of coronavirus infections, it should have been adhered to. How come UP CM 

Yogi Adityanath promised to arrange 1,000 buses? If migrants had to return, 

it should have been planned and well coordinated between Bihar and Centre 

and also Bihar and other states.”

Bihar disaster department principal secretary Pratyaya Amrit said, “We are 

setting up six transit camps along Bihar and UP borders. By Monday, we 

are expecting 1.30 lakh people to reach the borders of the state. We would 

provide food and stay and would take them to schools in their villages and 

panchayat bhavans where there are arrangements for their food, stay and 

self-quarantine.”

The lack of coordination was evident with Bihar Deputy CM Sushil Kumar Modi 

saying that two trains, one on 24 March and another on 25 March, ran 

unscheduled to Bihar and brought about 7,000 people to the state. As per 

rough estimates, about 35,000 migrants have already returned to Bihar and 

some of them have started living with their families after basic health check-

ups — COVID-19 kits are unavailable in most block and subdivision towns. 

The state government has engaged mukhiyas of over 8,600 panchayats to 

make a list of migrants and to ensure they do not enter their villages without 

check-ups. Bihar Chief Secretary Deepak Kumar said they have a list of 

1,790 people who have returned to Bihar from abroad since March 10.
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Between the Janata Curfew decision on March 19 and lockdown on March 25, 

Bihar CM Nitish Kumar conducted at least four high-level meetings, deciding 

to give one month ration free to 1.68 crore card holders and three months’ 

pension (old age, widow and person with disability) to 87 lakh people. But 

there was barely any mention of plans to deal with migrants.

The CM had asked the Delhi resident commissioner to coordinate 

with other states to make arrangements for migrants. But Bihar AIMIM 

youth president Adil Hasan Azad said, “In four Seemanchal districts 

of Kishanganj, Purnia, Araria and Katihar, we have over two lakh people 

working outside the state. We are getting calls from several people saying 

that three phone numbers of the Delhi resident commissioner for Bihar are 

hardly accessible.”

Bihar BJP which has set up a call centre to assist migrants has received over 

5,000 calls from across the state with several complaints of state apathy.

Delhi officers overseeing movement of migrants face Centre 
action
The Centre   suspended two senior bureaucrats of the Delhi government and 

initiated disciplinary proceedings against two others for alleged dereliction 

of duty during the COVID-19 lockdown. Sources said action had been taken 

against the bureaucrats over the exodus of migrant workers seen in the 

national capital over the past couple of days.

The suspended officials include Additional Chief Secretary (Transport) 

Renu Sharma and Principal Secretary (Finance) Rajeev Verma. Disciplinary 

proceedings have been initiated against Additional Chief Secretary (Home) 

Satyagopal and the Seelampur SDM. Both have been sent showcause 

notices. The order also recommends penalty against Sharma.

As the Divisional Commissioner, Verma coordinated with all state district 
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magistrates and their teams. The responsibility to make arrangements to 

distribute food and provide shelters to the migrant workers has been with 

these teams.

As Additional Chief Secy (Transport), Sharma was in-charge of the Delhi 

Transport Corporation, which pressed into service buses to help migrant 

workers reach borders and NCR towns.

“It has been brought to the notice of the competent authority that the following 

officers, who were responsible to ensure strict compliance to the instructions 

issued by Chairperson, National Executive Committee, formed under Disaster 

Managment Act 2005, regarding containment of spread of COVID-19, have 

prima facie failed to do so,” a Home Ministry statement said. “These officers 

have failed to ensure public health and safety.”

The order against Sharma adds that the Additional Chief Secretary had “failed 

to maintain absolute integrity and devotion to duty. It is also contemplated to 

initiate proceedings for imposition of major penalty against her.”

Earlier, the Aam Aadmi Party, which rules Delhi, and the Uttar Pradesh BJP had 

traded charges over the migrant exodus on the border.

The Delhi government did not respond to the action against the officers 

despite repeated attempts. Sources said it was not aware of any impending 

action against the officers.

The power to appoint, transfer or take action against officers in the Capital 

lies with the Centre through the Lieutenant Governor.

Why PM CARES, asks Cong.
Congress leaders   questioned the setting up of the PM CARES Fund to deal 

with the COVID-19 pandemic by Prime Minister Narendra Modi when the 

Prime Minister’s National Relief Fund (PMNRF) is already in existence.

Lok Sabha member Shashi Tharoor on Twitter, commenting on another tweet 
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about PM CARES, asked: “Why not simply rename PMNRF as PM-CARES, 

given the PM’s penchant for catchy acronyms, instead of creating a separate 

Public Charitable Trust whose rules & expenditure are totally opaque?”

“@PMOIndia you owe the country an explanation for this highly unusual 

step,” Mr. Tharoor added.

On March 28, the government had set up the Prime Minister’s Citizen 

Assistance and Relief in Emergency Situations Fund’ (PM CARES Fund) to 

deal with the unprecedented situation arising out of the COVID-19 outbreak 

where citizens can make voluntary contributions.

However, some critics including Congress leaders pointed out that money 

was lying ‘unspent’ in the PMNRF.

“The PM’s National Relief Fund (PMNRF) has an unspent balance of Rs. 

3,800 crore [as of December 16, 2019]. Why couldn’t #COVID19 donations 

go to PMNRF? Why was PM CARE created? Why are PM & 3 ministers 

members of this trust without any opposition or civil society leaders?” asked 

Congress spokesperson Salman Soz.

Noted historian Ramchandra Guha too targeted the government over PM 

CARES Fund.

“This is a very important thread. Why a new fund when a Prime Minister’s 

National Relief Fund already exists? And why the self-aggrandizing name, 

PM-CARES? Must a colossal national tragedy also be (mis)used to enhance 

the cult of personality?” he asked.

The cost of the lockdown is pegged at about $120 billion
The complete 21-day COVID-19 shutdown of most economic activity has 

created new roadblocks, causing severe disruptive impact on both demand 

and supply side elements across sectors. The cost of the lockdown is pegged 

at around $120 billion (approximately Rs. 9 lakh crore) or 4% of the GDP.
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Further, 90% of India’s workforce is employed in the unorganised sector 

and this lockdown will effectively put over 45 million migrants living off daily 

earnings out of work. Sectors like construction projects, mobility services, 

housekeeping and other informal sector employment will come to a sudden 

halt. The manufacturing sector faces a triple challenge. First, there are going 

to be serious supply chain disruptions not just when dealing with foreign 

parties, but also the domestic industry. Second, sectors like automobiles, 

pharmaceuticals, electronics, chemical products etc., are facing an imminent 

raw material and component shortage.

Third, the shutdown and resulting loss of revenue is certain to cause a 

number of bankruptcies and closures, especially in the MSME sector with 

corresponding disruption to supply chains.

On the demand side, several industries would get impacted starting with the 

consumer durable goods and will cascade to other intermediate goods and 

basic goods. The government was the major spender on investment in the 

infrastructure sector, which will slowdown now with resources and attention 

being diverted.

Hence, industries like steel and cement, which did well, last year, will 

stumble.

The services sector will see a fall in demand. These include aviation, hotels, 

restaurants, tourism, retail malls etc. The real estate sector, which was already 

in deep trouble, could well slide even more,in the medium term at least.

Even 10-20% job losses among its 7.3 million employees in restaurants across 

the country would mean up to 15 lakh unemployed. Any delay in addressing 

the economic consequences will lead to massive job losses.

SICCI suggests the following: the Reserve Bank of India has to address two 

problems: Transmission on rate cuts has been inadequate.

Second, rate cuts by themselves are unlikely to stimulate demand as the 
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primary cause for demand contraction will be on account of consumer 

confidence being low. Though the RBI has provided some relief to industries, 

it is inadequate considering the gravity of the situation. SICCI feels that 

only the stronger firms in any sector can have the capacity to keep salary 

payments going, in the absence of any revenue earnings.

Firms cannot be expected to drain their already stretched cash-flows. To 

tide over the present crisis, banks should give three months’ salary as 

overdraft facility to the employees of companies which can be escrowed to 

the companies with a nominal rate of interest not exceeding 3%.

The same could be recovered from companies over a period of three months, 

six months after commencement of production, post the present crisis. On 

electronic component and semi-conductor industry, the impact will be felt in 

the areas of logistics, packaging and testing. A special package should be 

designed for this highly skilled industry.

In the case of contract workers, many casual and informal workers are directly 

or indirectly dependent on the survival of small and medium enterprises for 

jobs.

The government could lend support through tax holidays and zero-interest 

loans for three months. In the case of services sector, the government should 

consider contributing the employer’s share of PF for all employees earning 

less than Rs. 20,000 per month and ESI contribution for all employees 

earning below the statutory threshold level of Rs. 21,000 per month, for a 

period of 12 months. For firms that have difficulties in managing their cash 

flows, the government should extend a government-backed loan guarantee, 

on the basis of which firms can raise loans on preferential terms to the extent 

of 25% of their existing working capital arrangements. All rating agencies 

may be advised to suspend rating reviews till the lockdown is over. The RBI 

needs to come up with a special window to provide liquidity to NBFCs and 
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microfinance institutions in this period. The government should ensure that 

all refunds across tax legislation — up to75% should be given without any 

verification and any wrongful claim can be recovered without any interest.

Private sector hospitals need to be encouraged to provide specific number of 

isolation wards to the poor and extended financial assistance on soft terms.

Export incentive schemes like Sec. 10AA for SEZ units under the I-T Act 

should be extended for one more year – i.e up to March 31, 2021. Further, 

the recent Import Export Policy should be extended for one more year.

In the absence of new Export/Import Policy, all export incentives viz 

MEIS,SCIS, EPCG license etc. should be extended for one more year. All 

charges including, port charges, penal charges, demurrages should be 

waived. Further, all agencies viz ports, air cargo terminals, all custodians of 

cargo and all shipping lines have to waive penal charges.

Fixed charges levied may be waived and the industry may be charged only 

on the actual consumption of electricity. Immediate refund of IGST will help 

exporter in dealing with liquidity issues.

In order to have Business Continuity Plans where the economy is better 

prepared for a work from home mode, the government should halve GST rates 

on all laptops, routers, cloud services, dongles and such other equipment 

and services.

All companies should be asked to devote their CSR funds exclusively 

towards creation of clean quarantine centres, and addition of hospital beds, 

ventilators and PPEs, besides investing in testing and other facilities aimed 

at preventing the spread of the virus.

High Networth Individuals should be encouraged to do likewise. Additional 

tax concessions may be looked at for this sector. Women’s Self-Help Groups 

and the informal sector should be asked to produce masks, hand sanitisers, 

among others in a big way. Banks should be asked fund these activities and 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    
National

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

State governments should arrange for the marketing of these products to 

their local primary health centres.
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‘India among most dollarised countries in terms of 
invoicing’
India is among the most dollarised countries as far as invoicing is concerned, 

and by all these measures of internationalisation, the dollar is largely ahead 

of other currencies with euro as a distant second, Professor Hélène Rey, 

Lord Bagri Professor of Economics, London Business School, said.

Ms. Rey was speaking at the Export-Import (EXIM) Bank of India’s 35th 

Commencement Day Annual Lecture in Mumbai on ‘financial globalisation 

and international financial markets’.

“While international reserves are held in dollars, dollar is a vehicle currency 

on the foreign exchange market.

“One can also see the U.S. as an insurer, since the value of its external dollar 

liabilities such as Treasury bills and U.S. government bonds held by the rest 

of the world tend to appreciate in bad times, thereby insuring the people 

holding them,” she said.

As a result, the U.S. gets seigniorage as people from different countries use 

dollars, she said, adding that India was one of the most dollarised countries 

in the world, following Brazil, Pakistan and Indonesia, in the share of imports 

and exports invoiced in dollars.

Ms. Rey said that according to a survey by the European Central Bank, the 

dollar dominated 62.2% international debt, 56.3% international loan and 

62.7% global exchange reserves, whereas the euro had acquired much less 

global market.

“The dollar is becoming more unstable over time as the relative size of the 

U.S. shrinks in the world economy while the stock of dollar liabilities in the 

rest of the world keep growing,” she added.
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Bill to amend Banking Regulation Act
In a bid to address weaknesses in cooperative banking sector, the Parliament 

is likely to clear a Bill to amend Banking Regulation Act to bring multi-state 

cooperative banks under effective regulation of RBI during the Budget 

session.

There are 1,540 cooperative banks with a depositor base of 8.60 crore having 

total savings of about Rs. 5 lakh crore.

The Union Cabinet headed by Prime Minister Narendra Modi last month gave 

approval to amend Banking Regulation Act. The Bill in this regard is likely to 

be passed during the second leg of Budget session starting Monday.

OECD lowers India’s FY21 GDP growth to 5.1%
Global agency OECD   lowered its India’s GDP growth forecast to 5.1% from 

the earlier projection of 6.2% for 2020 on concerns of impact of the deadly 

COVID-19 on the domestic as well as the global economy.

Lowest since 2008-09

The OECD lowered its global GDP forecast by half a percentage point to 

2.4%, the lowest rate since the 2008-09 financial crisis.

The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) said the 

adverse impact on confidence, financial markets, travel sector and disruption 

to supply chains contributes to the downward revisions in all G20 economies 

in 2020, particularly ones strongly interconnected to China. According to the 

latest OECD Interim Economic Outlook Forecasts, India’s real GDP growth is 

expected at 5.1% during the fiscal year starting April 1, 2020 and improve to 

5.6% in the following year. The latest projection for 2020-21 is 1.1 percentage 

points lower than the November 2019 forecast. The Economic Survey tabled 

by the government in Parliament has projected India’s economic growth at 6 

-6.5% in the next financial year starting April 1.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    
Economy

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

The National Statistical Office (NSO) estimates India’s GDP growth at 5% 

during 2019-20. OECD has projected the growth at 4.9% for the financial year 

ending March 2020.

The report said the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak had already brought 

considerable human suffering and major economic disruption.

Output contractions in China are being felt around the world, reflecting the 

key and rising role China has in global supply chains, travel and commodity 

markets. Subsequent outbreaks in other economies are having similar effects, 

albeit on a smaller scale.

Cut in Budgetary allocation will jeopardise tourism: House 
panel
The Finance Ministry’s move to cut down the budgetary allocation for the 

Tourism Ministry in the upcoming financial year will ‘seriously jeopardise’ the 

targeted tourism outcomes during 2020-21, a Parliamentary panel has said in 

its report.

In the Union Budget 2020-21, the Tourism Ministry has witnessed a reduction 

in allocation of funds due to “broad budgetary cuts imposed by the Ministry of 

Finance”, and has been allocated Rs. 2,499.83 crore as against its projected 

demand of Rs. 2,647.25 crore, leading to a shortfall of Rs. 147.42 crore.

Noting that less allocation as compared to the projected demand was not 

unique to FY2020-21, the panel pointed out that against the projected 

demands of Rs. 4,320.42 crore and Rs. 4,612.18 crore for FY2018-19 and 

2019-20, respectively, the Ministry of Finance provided Rs. 2,150.00 crore 

and Rs. 2,189.22 crore in budget estimates (BE) 2018-19 and BE 2019-20, 

which was further reduced to Rs. 2,113.48 crore and Rs. 1,416.00 crore as 

revised estimates (RE) 2018-19 and RE 2019-20 stages, respectively.

“The committee notes with dismay the huge mismatch between the projected 
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demand for funds and actual allocations made for the Ministry of Tourism for 

the years 2018-19 and 2019-20 as well,” the report said.

Blackstone keen to invest in India’s stressed assets, says 
Schwarzman
Blackstone, one of world’s largest private equity (PE) is bullish to invest in 

India inspite of the economic slowdown in the country.

The PE major has identified “stressed assets” and warehousing as the new 

areas of investment besides focus on technology and real estate, according to 

Blackstone’s chairman, CEO and co-founder Stephen A. Schwarzman.

Hinting at buying stressed assets, Mr. Schwarzman said, “Issues with India 

are more about slowing economic growth and limited credit extension by the 

banking system and neo banks, and that should create more need for owners 

of companies to look for other sources of liquidity.

For us, if there is something very attractive here, we’ve a lot of long term 

confidence in India. So, we will be very active buyers or lenders in this market.” 

Blackstone has so far invested over $15 billion in India since it started Indian 

operations in 2006. Most of its investments includes private equity play in 

enterprises and bets on realty, of late. “Blackstone India will be focussing on 

the real estate sector to create spaces that can be hired by IT companies and 

also warehousing space going forward,” said Schwarzman adding that the 

com6 has a dry powder of $150 billion of committed money yet to find takers 

globally which makes it the best placed to take care of such requirements.

To a query by The Hindu, Mr. Schwarzman declined to comment if he will play 

the role of a negotiator in the U.S. - India trade deal. Mr. Schwarzman played 

a key role of a negotiator in the U.S. -China trade deal. Mr. Schwarzman is not 

happy with the liquidity crisis in the Indian banking system and wants Indian 

banks to follow the U.S. model.
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Some ideas to make your MF investments tax-efficient
In our article dated February 10, 2020 (https://www.thehindu.com/business/

Economy/budget-aftermath-reap-the-dividends-dont-fret/article30772265.

ece) we discussed that the growth option of mutual fund (MF) schemes is 

more tax efficient than the dividend option, more so after the Union Budget 

presented on February 1. Let’s discuss this in detail.

There are two types of funds from the tax perspective — equity and debt. 

Hybrid funds are classified either as equity or debt in this respect. If a fund 

has more than 65% in equities, it is classified as an equity fund and more than 

65% in debt makes it a debt fund for tax purposes.

Let’s start with equity funds. In equity funds, growth option becomes long term 

from the tax perspective after a holding period of one year. The taxation rule 

says, on your gains from the growth option, you pay tax at 10% plus surcharge 

and cess as applicable on gains of more than Rs. 1 lakh per financial year. In 

other words, up to Rs. 1 lakh of long-term capital gains per year is free from 

tax; beyond that you pay 10% plus surcharge and cess on your gains.

Tax efficiency

There is a method of generating further tax efficiency within this rule. Even if 

you do not want to move out from an equity stock/equity MF, and if the price/

NAV has moved up since your purchase, you can sell (i.e. book the gains) and 

repurchase the same share/MF Scheme.

How does it help? It helps by creating a higher acquisition cost for tax purposes 

when you finally exit the stock/scheme. For taxation of equity, January 31, 

2018 is known as the ‘grandfathering date’ i.e. prices /NAVs prior to this date 

is to be ignored and this becomes the cost of acquisition for all future dates. 

Let’s say the price/NAV as on January 31, 2018 was Rs. 100 and you would 

eventually sell it after seven years when the price would be say Rs. 170. At 

that point of time, you would pay tax on Rs. 170 minus Rs. 100 = Rs. 70, 

provided the gain is more than Rs. 1 lakh in that financial year and tax laws 
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remain same as on today. Currently, two years have passed from January 31, 

2018 and price/NAV has moved up to say Rs. 120 as on February 2020.

Today, if you sell the share / MF scheme at Rs. 120 and purchase it again, as 

long as the gains e.g. Rs. 120 minus Rs. 100 = Rs. 20 is within Rs. 1 lakh, it 

is tax free for you. How it helps you is, through this transaction, your cost of 

acquisition moves from Rs. 100 to Rs. 120, which will be relevant when you 

eventually sell it after another five years at Rs. 170. At that point of time, your 

gains will be Rs. 170 minus Rs. 120 = Rs. 50 instead of Rs. 170 minus Rs. 

100 = Rs. 70.

To give another perspective to the same idea, let’s say you invested Rs. 10 

lakh in equity MFs at an earlier date (more than one year ago) and the portfolio 

value as of today is say Rs. 10,99,000. You can redeem the entire portfolio as 

the gains are within Rs. 1 lakh in the financial year.

Higher acquisition cost

Since equity investments are long term, you invest again in the same funds 

and create a higher acquisition cost. If the market value of the portfolio today 

is say Rs. 11,50,000, then for executing this strategy, you have to sell as much 

as your gains are within Rs. 1 lakh in the financial year, to avoid paying tax. In 

the dividend option of MF Schemes, as and when the Union Budget proposals 

are passed and becomes applicable from April 1, 2020, you have to pay tax 

on dividends at your marginal slab rate, which for most investors is 30% plus 

surcharge and cess. In the growth option, as long as you hold it for one year 

and it becomes long term for tax purposes, you either pay tax at 10% or if the 

gains are less than Rs. 1 lakh, it becomes free of tax.

Now, let’s discuss the final piece on taxation of your equity MF investments. 

The illustrations above assume that you invested in the fund lump sum i.e. 

on a particular date and exited lump sum on a particular date. In reality, you 

may invest in a fund over multiple dates e.g. through a Systematic Investment 

Plan (SIP) and may withdraw over multiple dates e.g. through a Systematic 
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Withdrawal Plan (SWP). In such a scenario, to match against the exit, the 

NAV of your earliest investment in the fund will be taken.

The jargon for this is First- In-First-Out (FIFO). As an example, if you did a 

SIP in a fund from January 1, 2018 to January 1, 2019 and exit today, the 

acquisition NAV as on January 1, 2018 will be relevant for tax purposes i.e. 

today’s NAV minus that on January 1, 2018 is your gain. If you do an SWP from 

January 1, 2020 onwards, the first i.e. earliest investment will be considered 

for taxation, for every exit.

Shared economy at $2 bn by end-2020
The shared economy in India is estimated to be an about $2 billion industry 

by the end of the current year, according to a recent report by Maple Capital 

Advisors.

The ‘shared economy’ includes segments such as co-working (Awfis, WeWork 

India), co-living (Stanza Living, OYO Life, Oxford Caps), shared mobility (Uber, 

Ola, Shuttl) and furniture rental (Furlenco, Rentomojo.)

As per the report titled ‘Shared Economy — India Story,’ with high mobile 

penetration, high millennial concentration and an aspirational population, Asia 

has the highest willingness to use shared assets.

“India mirrors Asia trends in these aspects and is thus poised for high growth 

and adoption of shared services,” it added.

In 2019, the segment was estimated to be over $1.5 billion in size in India.

Market size

The market size for the co-working sector is pegged at $500 million, while 

that for co-living is estimated to be $400 million, shared mobility at over $630 

million, and furniture rental at $200 million. The report noted that about $3.7 

billion worth of capital has been infused in India in such services till now, 

adding that a similar amount is expected to be infused in the next couple of 
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years.

“Given the growth, potential profitability and momentum, we expect significant 

IPOs and private funding in the next 2-3 years,” it added.

“India is at the cusp of a shared economy revolution. We are already witnessing 

phenomenal growth in this segment with both international companies and 

home-grown start-ups vying for market share. Even as the space is nascent, 

over $3.7 bn has been invested in this space and we expect this to accelerate 

from here, on the back of compelling demand and unit economics,” Pankaj 

Karna, MD, Maple Capital Advisors, said.

The report added, “In this era of growing concern on climate, wastage, 

resource scarcity and population intensity (especially in the developing world), 

the shared economy seems to be a sustainable, scalable and efficient form of 

addressing these concerns.”

RBI’s focus on liquidity is correct
The messaging from the press conference of RBI Governor Shaktikanta Das 

is loud and clear: the central bank has an armoury of weapons and it will not 

hesitate to deploy them to mitigate the impact of COVID-19 on the economy. 

The two steps that Mr. Das has outlined now — forex swap and a second long-

term repo operation (LTRO) of Rs. 1 lakh crore — are aimed at supporting 

liquidity in the market. Market rates may incidentally fall as the LTRO is at the 

repo rate of 5.15%.

The focus on liquidity is the right thing to do at this point in time. A rate cut, 

while being a short-term sentiment booster, is not going to help in alleviating 

the situation as seen by the experience in the U.S., where the Federal Reserve 

has taken the funds rate to zero, but the markets remain unimpressed.

The situation is clearly an evolving one and prudent action requires that the 

central bank keep its powder dry simply because we may not have seen the 
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worst yet in terms of the virus impact, both in human and economic terms. In 

fact, in economic terms, this is just the start of what’s likely to be a long period 

of instability and falling growth in the global economy. The falling indices and 

currencies are only a manifestation of the first order impact. The second, and 

more severe one, will come when major economies either slow down sharply 

or tip into recession. The disruption caused to commerce, trade and travel 

already is so immense that the effects on the world economy will be felt for 

the rest of this calendar year. The effect will multiply if the virus infection curve 

does not flatten over the next 2-3 weeks.

India cannot remain insulated from global economic turbulence and economic 

growth is sure to slow down in the coming quarters. In such a situation, it is 

sensible to hold on to the rate cut option for use at a more challenging time, 

which is bound to follow. With headline inflation and core inflation — both CPI 

and WPI — trending south, food prices reducing and fuel prices falling (despite 

the government appropriating some of the benefit in the form of higher excise 

duty), the environment is indeed favourable for a rate cut, if the monetary 

policy committee were to decide on one.

The question is one of timing. The RBI Governor would surely want elbow 

room in the monetary policy space and not find himself in the position of the 

Fed or the central banks of other developed countries, where rates have been 

beaten down to zero or close to zero, leaving no space for action. The focus 

will be on the next meeting of the monetary policy committee in the first week 

of April, unless if the situation deteriorates so badly that the RBI is forced to 

act urgently.

RBI tells banks to assess impact of COVID-19
The Reserve Bank of India has asked financial institutions to assess the 

impact on their asset quality, liquidity and other parameters due to spread of 
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the COVID-19.

While announcing operational and business continuity measures in the wake 

of the spread of the deadly virus, RBI said, “supervised entities should also 

assess the impact on their balance sheet, asset quality, liquidity, etc. arising 

out of potential scenarios such as further spread of COVID-19 in India and its 

effect on the economy, contagion from wider disruption in the global economy 

and the global financial system, etc.”

Banks have also been asked to encourage their customers to use digital 

banking facilities as far as possible.

These entities have been asked to take immediate contingency measures to 

manage the risks following the impact assessment.

The banking regulator said banks and financial institutions will have to devise 

strategy and monitoring mechanisms concerning the spread of the disease 

within the organisation, and should make timely interventions for preventing 

further spread in case of detection of infected employees, including travel 

plans and quarantine requirements, as well as avoiding spread of panic among 

staff.

Most airlines may fly into bankruptcy on COVID-19: CAPA
As of now, 145 countries have been affected by COVID-19 and most airlines 

in the world will go bankrupt by the end of May 2020 on account of restrictions 

being put in place to prevent the spread of the virus, said Centre for Aviation 

(CAPA), a leading aviation consulting group, in a report.

It said co-ordinated government and industry action is now needed “if a 

catastrophe is to be avoided.”

“As the impact of COVID-19 and multiple government travel reactions sweep 

through our world, many airlines have probably already been driven into 

technical bankruptcy, or are at least substantially in breach of debt covenants. 
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Cash reserves are running down quickly as fleets are grounded and what 

flights there are, operate much less than half full,” CAPA said.

“Forward bookings are far outweighed by cancellations and each time there is 

a new government recommendation, it is to discourage flying.

“Demand is drying up in ways that are completely unprecedented. Normality 

is not yet on the horizon,” it added.

Commenting on the Indian scenario Kapil Kaul, CEO and director, CAPA South 

Asia, said, “Depending on the extent of the spread of COVID-19 in India, the 

impact on Indian airlines with weaker balance sheets will be severe.

“More important, raising funds, if required, may be very challenging,” he 

said.

COVID-19 will impact GDP growth by 90 bps: SBI report
The spread of COVID-19, the deadly pandemic, which has impacted several 

sectors especially transport, tourism and hotel industries, could impact the 

economic growth of the country by 90 basis points, a report by State Bank of 

India said.

“On the demand side, inoperability analysis for three sectors, namely transport 

tourism and hotels, shows significant impact on demand and hence output. On 

an aggregate basis, we estimate that the impact of a 5% inoperability shock 

could be 90 basis points on GDP from trade, hotel and transport, storage and 

communication segments, that could be spread over FY20 and FY21, with a 

larger impact in FY21,” the report authored by Soumya Kanti Ghosh, Group 

Chief Economic Adviser, SBI, said. The report noted that while India had till 

date responded quite well to the COVID-19 crisis, the financial markets had 

been significantly impacted.

Since China is an important source of critical inputs for many sectors, the 

supply shock can lead to to higher price of inputs, which, in turn, could affect 
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the price of all the commodities up the supply chain, it said.

The report also pointed out that a simultaneous demand and supply shock to 

the economy will also have implications for the banking sector. The demand 

side shock is expected to lead to an output loss of 1.2% in banking and 

insurance combined.

“We believe that in the current COVID-19 outbreak, a combination of monetary 

and fiscal policy could be the best option,” it said.

The report proposed additional revenue due to increase in excise duty on 

petrol and diesel, which is in the range of Rs. 35,000 crore to Rs. 40,000 

crore, could be spent on providing relief to people of the lower strata, who will 

lose income because of shutdown of commercial activity in the States.

As virus digs in its heels, stocks plunge to lowest in three 
years
Indian benchmark equity indices fell to their lowest level in three years   as 

stocks continued to reel under selling pressure on account of concerns 

regarding increasing threat to global growth due to COVID-19 .

The 30-share Sensex, that managed to stay in positive territory only for a few 

minutes after opening, continued to slide as the session progressed to close 

at 28,869.51, down 1,709.58 points or 5.59%. This is the lowest close for the 

benchmark since March 2017.

Lowest since Jan. 2017

The broader Nifty ended the day at 8,468.80, shedding 498.25 points or 5.56% 

— its lowest close since January 2017. The fall was primarily led by banking 

majors as the increasing number of COVID-19 cases has made investors 

jittery about corporate health that could lead to higher quantum of bad loans 

for the banking sector.

The biggest losers among the Sensex pack were IndusInd Bank, Kotak 
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Mahindra Bank, Bajaj Finance and HDFC Bank, among others.

Incidentally, the sectoral indices, representing banking and financial services, 

were the worst hit, plunging over 7% each.

Meanwhile, foreign portfolio investors (FPIs) continued to press the ‘sell’ button 

with the quantum of net sales pegged at more than Rs. 5,000 crore  . More 

than 2,000 stocks declined on the BSE as against less than the 350 gainers.

Most of the Asian indices also closed in the red   with the Hang Seng plunging 

more than 900 points.

All European markets were also trading deep in the red at the time of going 

to press.

SEBI steps in to tackle volatility
The Securities and Exchange Board of India has raised the margins in the cash 

segment while tightening norms for position limits in derivatives, as volatility 

continues to rise in the stock market.

The aim was to ensure effective risk management and market integrity, a 

statement said. The marketwide position limit in certain stocks in derivatives 

has been revised to 50% and the penalty on an entity found to exceed 

permissible limits has been enhanced to 10 times of the current minimum and 

five times of the maximum penalty structure.

COVID-19: SBI opens emergency credit line
The State Bank of India (SBI) has taken the lead in providing relief to its 

customers to tide over the crisis caused by the spread of COVID-19, by 

opening emergency credit lines with a maximum limit of Rs. 200 crore.

The scheme will be in force till June 30. The loan tenure will be 12 months with 

an interest rate of 7.25%. All standard accounts that have not been classified 

as SMA (Special Mention Account) 1 or 2 as on March 16 and till the date of 
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sanction are eligible, a circular issued by the SBI said.

“With a view to providing some degree of relief to borrowers whose operations 

are impacted by COVID-19, it is decided by the bank to make available 

additional credit facilities to eligible, existing borrowers by way of ad-hoc 

facilities to tide over the current crisis situation,” the circular said.

Customers can avail up to 10% of the existing fund-based working capital 

limit and the maximum amount they can get is Rs. 200 crore. The loan can be 

availed of in one go.

“However, the total additional exposure, including the present facility, should 

not exceed 25% of the fund--based working capital exposure,” said the circular 

reviewed by The Hindu.

There will not be any processing fee or prepayment penalty for such a loan.

The loan is repayable in six equated monthly instalments after a moratorium 

of six months from the date of disbursement of the loan.

The purpose of the loan is to meet the temporary liquidity mismatch arising 

out of COVID-19.

RBI sets contingency plan in motion
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has put in motion a contingency plan in the 

wake of the spread of COVID-19 to ensure that the financial markets continue 

to function smoothly.

A property in the vicinity of the primary data centre has been identified to host 

150 personnel of the RBI and service providers. About 70 support staff were 

also isolated within the hotel on a continuous basis.

Since information technology infrastructure forms the backbone of most 

businesses, and especially the financial system, RBI data centres play a 

crucial role.

About 600 people belonging to third-party service providers are generally 
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deployed at data centres for non-IT and IT services, apart from 60 RBI 

officials.

“All residents have been asked to be prepared for the separation, while 

being assured that one can leave the group in case of any family or other 

emergency,” said a source. This plan was implemented from Thursday to 

ensure continuity of critical services of the RBI.

Similar arrangements have been made at other data centres too to run 

systems with maximum services whenever there is a need to shift operations 

from the current location.

Ensure smooth transfer of funds to Jan Dhan accounts, banks 
told
The Finance Ministry has asked all the banks to ensure smooth transfer of 

Rs. 500 per month to Jan Dhan accounts of all women account holders, 

announced by Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman   to support families due 

to the nation-wide lockdown to halt the spread of COVID-19.

“You are requested to ensure that the said amount is transferred smoothly, to 

the targeted accounts, so that the beneficiaries can get access to the funds 

during the difficult time to carry on their livelihood without facing hardships,” 

the Finance Ministry said in a communication to chief executives of public 

and private sector banks. The government has decided to transfer Rs. 500 

per month for three months in such accounts.

The Ministry has asked the lenders to draw up a list of beneficiaries and 

share it with the Ministry. “After receiving this data, the date of transfer will be 

intimated,” the letter said.

Branch-level liquidity

The Finance Ministry also asked the banks to ensure adequate liquidity with 

the bank branches and also with business correspondents.
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Banks have been asked to regularly replenish automated teller machines, 

and arrange mobile ATMs with sufficient cash, where required.

The Ministry also asked the banks to inform beneficiaries regarding the time 

schedule of the withdrawal via SMS.

Industry captains welcome FM’s welfare steps for poor
The welfare package announced by Union Finance Minister Nirmala 

Sitharaman for the poor and deprived sections to deal with the COVID-19-

related impact has been welcomed by the industry and analysts.

“The Finance Minister has done very well to keep the welfare concerns of 

the poor in mind while announcing a package of Rs. 1.70 lakh crore,” said 

Chandrajit Banerjee, said director general, Confederation of Indian Industry 

(CII).

He said a combination of instruments had been used, including provision of 

extra rations, direct benefit transfer and increase in wages.

“The package is expected to alleviate the difficulties currently being faced by 

the poor and the distressed,” he said. “However, the government could be 

more aggressive in its spending with the overall fiscal stimulus at 2.5-3% of 

GDP if the disruptions continue for the next three months,” he added.

Sanjiv Puri, chairman, ITC Ltd., said “These measures will greatly benefit 

the most vulnerable and poor sections of society during these challenging 

times.”

Pawan Munjal, chairman, Hero MotoCorp, said, “These welfare measures 

will mitigate the situation for those sections of the society, which have been 

affected the most by the lockdown.”

J.C. Sharma, vice-chairman and MD, Sobha Ltd., said, “The government 

has taken laudable steps to deal with this situation.”

Prabhat Chaturvedi, CEO, Netafim Agricultural Financing Agency Pvt. Ltd. 
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said, “We request the government to consider forbearance / repayment-relief 

for SHGs, farmers, daily wagers and MSMEs as their repayment capacities 

are going to be severely impacted.

Arun Singh, chief economist, Dun and Bradstreet, said, “The government has 

been more systematic and target-oriented compared to the fiscal measures 

taken by some countries globally.”

RBI cuts rates, allows loan moratorium
The Indian financial markets which are facing heightened volatility due to the 

spread of the COVID-19 pandemic could stabilise with the Reserve Bank of 

India unveiling measures to infuse liquidity and reducing the repo rate by 75 

bps to 4.4%.

“The large rate cut, the adjustment in capital conservation buffer, the 

moratorium on repayments and the bazooka of conventional CRR cut 

and unconventional liquidity measure of incentivising banks to support the 

CP market will all help financial markets stabilise, lead to immediate rate 

transmission and address the credit needs of the real economy,” SBI chairman 

Rajnish Kumar said. Zarin Daruwala, CEO, India, Standard Chartered Bank, 

also said that steps taken should help financial markets tide over the current 

situation.

“The three-year targeted long term repo operations will decongest credit 

channels and lower cost of credit, providing much needed relief to corporates,” 

she said.

Mr. Kumar also said that the decision of allowing Indian banks to participate 

in non-deliverable forwards (NDF) market was a positive step in broadening 

market participants and better rate discovery. The action could help the 

rupee find support, given that it had come under pressure recently as foreign 

investors are exiting emerging economies, he said.
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Padmaja Chunduru, MD & CEO, Indian Bank said, “It [the RBI move] is a 

welcome and a commendable step. It will revive growth and preserve financial 

stability and ensure normal functioning of financial markets.”

The rupee strengthened by 30 paisa   to close at 74.85 per dollar.

Moody’s cuts India GDP growth forecast to 2.5%
Moody’s Investors Service has slashed its GDP growth forecast for India to 

2.5% in 2020 — a sharp drop from the earlier projection of 5.3% — due to the 

impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the resultant lockdown.

The ratings agency expects the country’s economy to recover in 2021, 

estimating a growth rate of 5.8%, but warned that uncertainty regarding the 

virus’ spread and containment made it difficult to fully assess the economic 

toll of the crisis. India grew at 5% in 2019.

Globally, the world economy was facing an ‘unprecedented shock’ and the 

G20 countries were likely to see an overall contraction of GDP by 0.5%, 

according to Moody’s Global Macro Outlook 2020-21, released.

Merger won’t lead to closure of even one branch: Indian 
Bank
The amalgamation of public sector lender Allahabad Bank with Indian Bank 

from April 1 will not lead to the closure of even a single branch, Padmaja 

Chunduru, managing director and chief executive officer, Indian Bank, said.

“The amalgamation process is on and we have gone far in this issue. The 

amalgamated entity will be called Indian Bank,” she said.

According to Ms. Chunduru, regular customers may not see any visible 

change on day one. The change in signage and display boards at Allahabad 

Bank will be done after a few days due to logistics issue. She said that Indian 
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Bank had wide presence in the South and lesser in the North, which was vice-

versa for Allahabad Bank.

As of December 2019, on a pan-India basis, Allahabad Bank had 3,175 

branches and the average business per branch was Rs. 116.80 crore. Indian 

Bank has 2,890 branches, including three overseas branches. The number 

of clients will increase to 11 crore. The amalgamation might see the merger 

of zonal offices in Lucknow and Kanpur to cut administrative costs, she said. 

“Our goal is to ensure that minimum services are not denied to our customers 

from day one. Since both banks are on the same technology platform we don’t 

foresee any problem,” she said.

On the impact of COVID-19, she said: “Our people have been working with 

minimum staff strength at some branches and others from home. We have 

contributed a day’s salary to the PM Relief Fund. Moreover, we have come 

out with five different loans for our customers.” “Customers need not have 

to come to the branches for getting loans sanctioned. It can be done online. 

Disbursements will also be done online. In the case of bigger loans, signing of 

documents has to be done physically at branches or at their place,” she said.

As only four days are left for the amalgamation, staffers are working round-

the-clock and even during the weekend to see to it that the process goes 

through easily, another official said.

Meanwhile, an official of Allahabad Bank said the merger process could face 

a slight delay in the wake of the nationwide lockdown.
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EU calls for meeting over Syria conflict
EU Foreign Ministers are to hold an emergency meeting next week to discuss 

the fall-out from the worsening Syria conflict that is driving refugees to the 

bloc’s borders with Turkey, EU foreign policy chief Josep Borrell said  .

The fighting around the Syrian rebel stronghold of Idlib “represents a 

serious threat to international peace and security” with grave humanitarian 

consequences for the region and beyond, he said in a statement. The EU 

“needs to redouble efforts to address this terrible human crisis with all the 

means at its disposal,” he said.

Turkey confirms operation against Syria regime
Turkey   announced the launch of an offensive against the Moscow-backed 

Syrian regime, as Ankara put pressure on Europe by opening its border for 

migrants to seek passage to the continent via Greece.

Tensions have soared between Russia and Turkey after an airstrike blamed 

on Damascus killed dozens of Turkish soldiers in Idlib last week. Turkish and 

Syrian military exchanged fire over the weekend with Syrian forces targetting 

a Turkish drone and artillery and Ankara claiming to have shot down two 

Syrian fighter jets.

The situation in rebel-held Idlib was already volatile as the regime supported 

by Russian air power pressed an assault on the region, killing hundreds of 

civilians, in a bid to retake the last opposition enclave in an eight-year civil 

war.

The confrontation between the Russia-backed Syrian military and NATO-

member Turkey, which supports Syrian rebels, has prompted worries over a 

wider conflict and a migrant crisis in Europe similar to 2015.

Migrant numbers have already surged along the rugged frontier after Turkey’s 

President Recep Tayyip Erdogan, seeking to pressure the EU over Syria, 
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said the country had “opened the doors” to Europe.

Greece said Sunday it has blocked nearly 10,000 migrants at its border with 

Turkey.

“Following the heinous attack on February 27 in Idlib, operation ‘Spring Shield’ 

successfully continues,” Turkish Defence Minister Hulusi Akar said in a video 

shared by the Defence Ministry.

Turkish forces hit Syrian regime positions after Mr. Erdogan warned Damascus 

would “pay a price” for the air strike that killed 34 Turkish troops inside Idlib.

Germany bans export of medical protective gear
Germany’s Interior Ministry   said it had banned exports of medical protection 

gear such as masks and gloves to ensure that health workers in the country 

have enough to deal with the COVID-19 outbreak.

The move comes as governments around the world are scrambling to protect 

supplies as fears over the deadly virus have sparked panic buying, hoarding 

and even theft.

Germany’s Interior Ministry said it had published a decree in the Federal 

Gazette outlawing “the export abroad of medical protective gear (masks, 

gloves, protective suits, etc.)”.

Exceptions can be made, it added, for instance as part of “international 

aid missions”. Germany has recorded 240 cases so far, the bulk of them in 

North Rhine-Westphalia state where an infected couple attended carnival 

celebrations last month.

China’s actions in South China Sea show changing geopolitical 
realities: Army Chief
The nature of warfare has changed, with geostrategic realities being altered 

without a shot being fired. China’s island reclamation in the South China Sea 
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was a prime example, Chief of the Army Staff Gen. Manoj Naravane said  . 

He referred to the Balakot air strike as an example where military escalation 

could be managed if played with skill.

China’s Belt and Road Plan is getting lashed by coronavirus
Xi Jinping’s Belt and Road Initiative has long been seen as a way to project 

China’s influence around the world. Now, the coronavirus is showing how the 

trade and infrastructure program can help export the country’s troubles.

The deadly outbreak is prompting delays and disruptions to China’s 

construction and investment plans overseas, risking years of planning and 

hundreds of billions of dollars in economic diplomacy. Quarantine measures 

are preventing Chinese workers from making it to foreign building sites, 

domestic firms supplying overseas projects face acute labor shortages and 

fears are mounting that workers will inadvertently spread the virus to new 

locales.

Projects that have been affected since the virus emerged in December 

include a $5.5 billion high-speed rail line in Indonesia. There’s also a separate 

railway initiative in neighboring Malaysia, construction projects in Sri Lanka 

and corporate expansion plans in Pakistan.

The disruption has exposed another pitfall of the region’s growing dependence 

on China’s backing for major infrastructure projects. Even as the pace of new 

coronavirus cases slows in China, host countries remain wary of avoiding 

future outbreaks, with deadly infection surges in places like Iran, Italy and 

South Korea serving as a warning about how quickly a small cluster can spin 

out of control.

“While there are risks of delays and cancellation of projects, there are also 

risks in early resumption,” said Bonnie Glaser, who has advised the U.S. 

government and directs the China Power Project at the Center for Strategic 
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and International Studies in Washington.

Xi “seems determined to demonstrate that life is returning to normal and 

he wants to get the economy churning again,” Glaser said. “Resuming BRI 

projects is probably among his goals, not only for economic reasons, but also 

because BRI activities are a lever to enhance Chinese political influence.”

Even before the outbreak, Xi had been seeking to rebrand and scale back his 

Belt and Road ambitions amid an economic slowdown at home and backlash 

from some partner nations concerned about the costs. The U.S. has led a 

global campaign against the program, arguing that China’s reliance on loans 

locked poorer countries in “debt traps” while advancing its own strategic 

aims.

The virus has thrown up another hurdle, as countries bar or quarantine Chinese 

visitors. One official involved in BRI planning in Beijing said last week that a 

failure to stop the virus spreading outside of China would inevitably take a toll 

on projects.

Still, another Chinese official in Beijing said that the impact to key projects 

remained limited and that significant disruptions were likely to remain an issue 

only in the short term. That optimistic assessment was echoed Thursday 

by Vice Chinese Foreign Minister Ma Zhaoxu at a briefing on international 

support for coronavirus actions.

“The impact of the outbreak on the construction of BRI is only temporary,” Ma 

told reporters in Beijing. “We are willing to work with all parties to continue 

to promote the high-quality construction of BRI. We have full confidence in 

this.”

The same day, however, Indonesian Coordinating Minister for Maritime Affairs 

and Investment Luhut Pandjaitan acknowledged that the multibillion dollar 

Jakarta-Bandung high-speed railway — a flagship BRI project — was likely 

to face delays. More than 300 workers remain stuck in China.
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In neighboring Malaysia, a dozen of the roughly 200 Chinese workers building 

the $10.4 billion East Coast Rail Link hail from Wuhan, the city at the center 

of the outbreak. They’re not allowed back to the Southeast Asian nation, 

while other workers can return after a 14-day quarantine process.

A makeshift barricade wall to control entry and exit of outsiders to a residential 

compound in Wuhan on March 4.

In Pakistan, which hosts numerous BRI projects spanning power and 

construction, two companies — Engro Polymer & Chemicals Ltd. and 

Pakistan Oxygen Ltd. — have said their projects face slowdowns because 

their Chinese contractors alerted them to delays stemming from hampered 

mainland facilities.

There has been widespread disruption to efforts in Sri Lanka, where Chinese 

investment is building the massive Port City Colombo, an expansion of the 

capital city via land reclamation.

The Ceylon Chamber of Commerce recently reported that about half of 100 

firms surveyed said that business was affected by the coronavirus outbreak. 

Government road and apartment construction projects involving Chinese 

contractors have slowed down, said Nissanka Wijeratne, secretary general 

of the Chamber of Construction Industry of Sri Lanka.

Chinese workers returning to Port City Colombo have self-quarantined and 

there have so far been no major delays at the country’s biggest construction 
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site, said Thulci Aluvihare, head of strategy and business development for 

the project, which is being built by state-owned China Communications 

Construction Co.

The virus may prompt a shift in focus by Chinese firms in the future, according to 

Arv Sreedhar, Singapore-based executive director at investment firm Atlantic 

Partners Asia. “China is under incredible stress from the current situation and 

has other priorities for its money, such as coming to an acceptable agreement 

with the U.S. on the trade war, and fighting both the health and financial 

aspects of the coronavirus,” he said.

Investment Shrinks

That puts political pressures on BRI partners, as well. Developing nations such 

as Cambodia, Laos, Myanmar and Pakistan might be afraid to aggressively 

tackle the virus for fear of alienating China, research firm Fitch Solutions said 

in a note.

“That these countries, which are heavily dependent on China’s patronage, 

have so far reported zero or just a few confirmed cases, and we believe 

that this could be attributed to both low access to health care, which is likely 

to inhibit infection detection, and a desire to avoid antagonizing China by 

‘overreacting’ to the outbreak,” Fitch Solutions said.

China’s overseas investments were already beginning to tail off and consolidate 

before the virus brought the country’s industry to a standstill.

The American Enterprise Institute and the Heritage Foundation, which have 

tracked 3,600 major Chinese overseas transactions since 2005, found 

that outbound investment last year totaled just $68.4 billion. That’s a 41% 

plunge from 2018 and the lowest in a decade. The figure is far less than the 

Chinese Ministry of Commerce’s official tally of $124.3 billion in total overseas 

investment last year.

Going forward, China could concentrate its BRI programs in fewer countries, 

working to avoid criticism by making its outbound investment less aggressive 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    International

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

and one-sided, said Derek Scissors, a resident scholar at the American 

Enterprise Institute.

Xi could “retrench and advertise more loudly that the BRI is a group effort,” 

he added. “It’s going to be harder for host governments over the next year 

to tout their supposedly close relationship with China as contributing to 

development.”

IMF chief says coronavirus erases hopes for stronger growth 
in 2020
The global spread of the novel coronavirus has crushed hopes for stronger 

growth this year and will hold 2020 global output gains to their slowest pace 

since the 2008-2009 financial crisis, International Monetary Fund Managing 

Director Kristalina Georgieva said.

The IMF now expects 2020 world growth to be below the 2.9% rate for 2019, 

and revised forecasts will be issued in the coming weeks, Georgieva told a 

news briefing. Trade wars pushed global growth last year to the lowest rate 

since a 0.7% contraction in 2009.

The changed forecast would represent a more than 0.4-percentage-point drop 

from the 3.3% growth the IMF had estimated for 2020 in January as US-China 

trade tensions eased.

“Global growth in 2020 will dip below last year’s levels, but how far it will fall 

and how long the impact will be is still difficult to predict,” Georgieva said.

She declined to say whether the escalating health crisis could push the world 

into a recession.

The IMF is making available $50 billion in emergency funding to help poor and 

middle-income countries with weak health systems respond to the epidemic, 

she said after a call with the IMF’s steering committee.

About $10 billion of that can be accessed by the poorest countries at zero 
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interest for up to 10 years, while many middle-income countries have access 

to a pool of about $40 billion at low interest for up to five years.

Ecuador used the latter program in 2016 to get a $364 million loan after a 

devastating earthquake.

But larger emerging-market countries such as Brazil, China, and India are 

ineligible for such assistance, as are countries where the IMF has declared 

debt to be unsustainable, including Argentina.

Georgieva and World Bank President David Malpass underscored the 

importance of coordinated action to limit the economic and human impact of 

the virus.

The World Bank said   it was providing $12 billion in immediate funds to help 

developing countries improve their health services, disease surveillance, 

access to medical supplies and working capital for businesses.

Deeper decline 

Less than two weeks ago, the IMF told G20 finance leaders in Saudi Arabia 

that the virus could shave 0.1 percentage point off its January global growth 

forecast, a milder scenario based on expectations the coronavirus would be 

largely contained within China.

That view changed over the past week as the virus spread rapidly outside 

China to more than 70 countries, Georgieva said.

The shift has vastly increased uncertainty and caused demand worldwide to 

weaken, hitting trade and tourism hard and slashing demand for oil and other 

commodities as individuals and businesses take precautionary measures to 

avoid infection.

In China, even as the spread of the virus has slowed, growth will be below the 

IMF’s most recent forecast for 5.6% in 2020, Georgieva said.

Still, the Fund was encouraged by the restart of some production in China, 

which is now at about 60% recovered and aiming to reach 90% in coming 

weeks, she said.



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    International

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

She declined to discuss more specific scenarios on potential downgrades 

in growth estimates, saying: “What helps is concentrating on actions. Who 

cares if it will be 0.1 or 0.4 or 0.5? If we act, and focus on that, lives would be 

saved, suffering would be reduced and the economy would perk up faster.”

Respect people’s rights during quarantines: UN
Governments using lockdowns and quarantines to fight the deadly new 

coronavirus must ensure people’s rights are respected and avoid unintended 

consequences, the UN rights chief said.

Michelle Bachelet said the response to COVID-19 must place human dignity 

and rights at its centre. Her office said lockdowns, quarantines and similar 

measures “should always be carried out in strict accordance with human 

rights standards and in a way that is necessary and proportionate”.

Ms. Bachelet’s comments came as the number of people infected worldwide 

neared 1,00,000 across 85 nations, with more than 3,300 lives lost.

“As a medical doctor, I understand the need for a range of steps to combat 

COVID-19, and as a former head of government, I understand the often 

difficult balancing act when hard decisions need to be taken,” Ms. Bachelet 

said. “However, our efforts to combat this virus won’t work unless we approach 

it holistically.”

She said the most vulnerable must be protected, particularly those with low 

incomes and older people.

India joins Indian Ocean Commission as observer
India has been approved as an observer state for a five-nation grouping in the 

Western Indian Ocean, which includes Madagascar, Comoros, Seychelles, 

Mauritius and French Reunion.

The members of the Indian Ocean Commission (IOC) decided on India’s 
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application at a meeting last week, officials said. With the decision, India will 

join China, which was made an observer in 2016, as well as the “International 

Organisation of the Francophonie” or the 54-nation French-speaking 

collective, the European Union (EU) and Malta, which were all admitted in 

2017.

The decision to join the IOC marks a part of the government’s push for greater 

salience in the whole Indian Ocean Region (IOR), including what is called the 

Western or African Indian Ocean. In December 2019, the Ministry of External 

Affairs decided to include Madagascar, Comoros and Reunion as part of the 

IOR (Indian Ocean Region) desk along with Sri Lanka, Maldives, Mauritius 

and Seychelles. Subsequently, they have been incorporated into one single 

division under the additional Secretary (Indo-Pacific) Neena Malhotra.

The IOC is also significant for its geographical location, as the islands sit 

around a “key choke-point” in the Indian Ocean — the Mozambique Channel. 

This channel is being watched more closely as the U.S.-Iran tensions 

threaten the Strait of Hormuz. Given China’s growing presence in the region, 

India hopes to increase its naval presence and gain support for its maritime 

projects across the Indo-Pacific, beginning at East African shores.

Japan issues demarche to India over cancellation of e-visas 
to its citizens
Japan has lodged a strong protest with India over its decision to cancel all 

e-visas to Japanese nationals in view of coronavirus cases.

Japan issued a demarche to India, seeking review of its decision to cancel e-

visas to Japanese nationals along with citizens from several other countries 

like South Korea, Iran and Italy, sources said.

In its demarche, Japan took strong note of India’s decision to club Japanese 

nationals along with people from other countries ignoring strong bilateral ties 
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between the two nations.

Sources in the government said India’s decision to cancel e-visas of people 

from several countries was taken with the sole purpose of containing potential 

risks of the virus spreading in India.

India   suspended all regular visas/e-visas granted on or before March 3 to 

nationals of Italy, Iran, South Korea and Japan as part of measures to check 

spread of coronavirus in the country.

Myanmar Army blocks bid to limit their power base
Myanmar’s military   quashed proposals in Parliament that would mean its 

MPs relinquish power, in a vote pitting the armed forces in open opposition 

against Aung San Suu Kyi as elections loom.

The vote was the climax of a year of fierce debates between MPs as the 

civilian government attempted to reform the Constitution and reduce the 

military’s stranglehold on Parliament.

The country is gearing up to polls likely to be held later this year, only the 

second since outright military rule came to an end.

But the military still wields considerable power, appointing three key Ministers 

— defence, border and home affairs.

Crucially, it holds a quarter of parliamentary seats, effectively giving it a veto 

over any legislation.

The Parliament also rejected a proposed constitutional amendment that 

would have allowed the country’s de facto leader, Aung San Suu Kyi, to 

officially become President.

Article 59(f) of the constitution bars a person from becoming president if 

his or her spouse or children are foreign citizens. Her two sons are British 

nationals, as was her late husband.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    International

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

Italy’s health care system groans under coronavirus — A 
warning to the world
The mayor of one town complained that doctors were forced to decide 

not to treat the very old, leaving them to die. In another town, patients 

with coronavirus-caused pneumonia were being sent home. Elsewhere, 

a nurse collapsed with her mask on, her photograph becoming an icon of 

overwhelmed medical staff.

In less than three weeks, the coronavirus has overloaded the health care 

system all over northern Italy. It has turned the hard hit Lombardy region into 

a grim glimpse of what awaits countries if they cannot slow the spread of the 

virus and “flatten the curve” of new cases — allowing the sick to be treated 

without swamping the capacity of hospitals.

If not, even hospitals in developed countries with the world’s best health 

care risk becoming triage wards, forcing ordinary doctors and nurses to 

make extraordinary decisions about who may live and who may die. Wealthy 

northern Italy is facing a version of that nightmare already.

“This is a war,” said Massimo Puoti, the head of infectious medicine at Milan’s 

Niguarda hospital, one of the largest in Lombardy, the northern Italian region 

at the heart of the country’s coronavirus epidemic.

He said the goal was to limit infections, stave off the epidemic and learn 

more about the nature of the enemy. “We need time.”

This week Italy put in place draconian measures — restricting movement 

and closing all stores except for pharmacies, groceries and other essential 

services. But they did not come in time to prevent the surge of cases that 

has deeply taxed the capacity even of a well-regarded health care system.

Italy’s experience has now underscored the need to act decisively — quickly 

and early — well before case numbers even appear to reach crisis levels. 

By that point, it may already be too late to prevent a spike in cases that 
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stretches systems beyond their limits.

With Italy having appeared to pass that threshold, its doctors are finding 

themselves in an extraordinary position largely unseen by developed 

European nations with public health care systems since the Second World 

War.

Regular doctors are suddenly shifting to wartime footing. They face questions 

of triage as surgeries are canceled, respirators become rare resources, and 

officials propose converting abandoned exposition spaces into vast intensive 

care wards.

Hospitals are erecting inflatable, sealed-off infectious disease tents on their 

grounds. In Brescia, patients are crowded into hallways.

“We live in a system in which we guarantee health and the right of everyone 

to be cured,” Prime Minister Giuseppe Conte said   as he announced the 

measures to keep Italians in their homes.

“It’s a foundation, a pillar, and I’d say a characteristic of our system of 

civilization,” he said. “And thus we can’t allow ourselves to let our guard 

down.”

For now, Italian public health experts argue that the system, while deeply 

challenged, is holding, and that all the thousands of people receiving tests, 

emergency room visits and intensive care, are getting it for free, keeping a 

central principle of Italian democracy intact.

But before the region of Lombardy centralized its communication   and seemed 

to muzzle doctors and nurses who spoke out about the conditions, there 

emerged troubling pictures of life inside the trenches against the infection.

A photo of one nurse, Elena Pagliarini, who collapsed face down with her 

mask on in a hospital in the northern town of Cremona after 10 straight hours 

of work, became a symbol of an overwhelmed system.

“We are on our last legs, physically and physiologically,” Francesca 

Mangiatordi, a colleague who took the picture said on Italian televisi , urging 
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people to protect themselves to avoid spreading the virus. “Otherwise the 

situation will collapse, provided it hasn’t already.”

A doctor in a hospital in Bergamo this week posted on social media a graphic 

account of the stress on the health system by the overwhelming number of 

patients.

“The war has literally exploded and battles are uninterrupted day and night,” 

the doctor, Daniele Macchini wrote, calling the situation an “epidemiological 

disaster” that has “overwhelmed” the doctors.

Fabiano Di Marco, head of pulmonology at the Papa Giovanni XXIII hospital 

in Bergamo, where he has taken to sleeping in his office, said Thursday 

that doctors literally “draw a line on the ground to divide the clean part of 

the hospital from the dirty one,” where anything they touch is considered 

contagious.

Giorgo Gori, the mayor of Bergamo, said that in some cases in Lombardy 

the gap between resources and the enormous influx of patients “forced the 

doctors to decide not to intubate some very old patients,” essentially leaving 

them to die.

“Were there more intensive care units,” he added, “it would have been 

possible to save more lives.”

Di Marco disputed the claim of his mayor, saying that everyone received 

care, though he added, “It is evident that in this moment, in some cases, it 

could happen that we have a comparative evaluation between patients.”

Flavia Petrini, the president of the Italian College of Anesthesia, Analgesia, 

Resuscitation and Intensive Care, said her group had issued guidelines on 

what to do in a period that bordered on wartime “catastrophe medicine.”

“In a context of grave shortage of health resources,” the guidelines say, 

intensive care should be given to “patients with the best chance of success” 

and those with the “best hope of life” should be prioritized.

The guidelines also say that in “in the interests of maximizing benefits for 
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the largest number,” limits could be put on intensive care units to reserve 

scarce resources to those who have, first, “greater likelihood of survival and 

secondly who have more potential years of life.”

“No one is getting kicked out, but we’re offering criteria of priority,” Petrini 

said. “These choices are made in normal times, but what’s not normal is 

when you have to assist 600 people all at once.”

Giulio Gallera, the Lombardy official leading the emergency response, said 

Thursday that he hoped the guidelines never needed to be applied.

He also said the region was working with Italy’s civil protection agency to 

study the possibility of using an exhibition space abandoned by canceled 

conventions as a 500-bed intensive care ward.

But, he said, the region needed doctors, and respirators.

“The outbreak has put hospitals under a stress that has no precedents 

since the Second World War,” said Massimo Galli, the director of infectious 

diseases at Milan’s Sacco University hospital, which is treating many of the 

coronavirus patients. “If the tide continues to rise, attempts to build dams to 

retain it will become increasingly difficult.”

Galli pointed out that while the government’s emergency decrees had sought 

to boost the hiring of thousands of doctors and health workers — including 

medical residents in their last years of medical school — it took time to train 

new doctors, even those transferred from other departments, who had little 

experience with infectious diseases. Doctors are also highly exposed to 

contagion.

Matteo Stocco, the director of the San Paolo and San Carlo hospitals in 

Milan, said 13 members of his staff were home after testing positive for the 

virus. One of his primary emergency room doctors was also infected, he 

said, “after three weeks of continuous work, day and night on the field.”

Puoti, of Niguarda hospital, said the doctors kept distance from one another 

in the cafeteria, wore masks during staff meetings and avoided gathering in 
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small rooms. Still, he said, some had been infected, which created the risk of 

greater personnel shortages.

“We’re trying to keep a humanly sustainable level of work,” he said. “Because 

this thing is going to last.”

He said the hospital was trying to buy more respirators and preparing for the 

possibility that patients would come not only from the surrounding towns, but 

because of a wave of infections in Milan.

Stocco said that moment had already arrived.

Fifty people showed up in the emergency room   afternoon with respiratory 

problems, he said. The hospital had already canceled surgeries and diverted 

beds and respirators to coronavirus patients, and doubled its intensive care 

capacity.

“The infection is here,” he said.

Carlo Palermo, president of the association representing Italy’s public hospital 

doctors, said the system had so far held up, despite years of budget cuts. It 

also helped, he said, that it was a public system. Had it been an insurance-

based system, there would have been a “fragmented” response, he said.

He said that since about 50% of the people who tested positive for the virus 

required some form of hospitalization, there was an obvious stress on the 

system. But the 10% needing intensive care, which requires between two 

and three weeks in hospital, “can saturate the capacity of response.”

Many experts have noted that if the wealthy and sophisticated northern 

Italian health care system cannot bear the brunt of the outbreak, it is highly 

unlikely that the poorer south would be able to cope.

If the virus spread south at the same rate, Palermo said, “the system won’t 

hold up, and we won’t be able to assure care.”

Many experts have warned that Italy is about 10 days ahead of other 

European countries in the development of its outbreak. Chancellor Angela 
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Merkel of Germany has raised the alarm that about 70% of Germans could 

get the virus.

And reports of the overwhelmed Italian system have resonated in the United 

States, where President Donald Trump closed flights to foreigners coming 

from Europe   night.

“The Italian disease is becoming a European disease and Trump, with his 

decision, is trying to avoid that this becomes an American disease,” said 

Romano Prodi, a former Italian prime minister and president of the European 

Union commission.

“In any case I think that coronavirus is already also an American problem,” 

he said, adding that, because of the difference in the health care system, “it 

may be more serious than the European one.”

Trump calls for national unity against COVID-19
U.S. President Donald Trump   called for a unified national response to the 

COVID-19 threat, after coming under fire for downplaying the pandemic and 

allowing states to go their own way.

Mr. Trump’s call came as Treasury Secretary Steven Mnuchin said the White 

House was presenting a massive economic stimulus plan to Congress and 

was looking at sending direct payments to all Americans, as well as aid to 

embattled airlines.

Bringing home that nobody is immune to catching the virus, one of the world’s 

most high-profile athletes, National Basketball Association star Kevin Durant, 

reportedly confirmed he tested positive.

In a White House appearance that was striking for its mostly measured and 

sober tone, Mr. Trump praised the Democratic Governors of New York and 

California — whom he has frequently tangled with — and excoriated States 

that were not adhering to strict new guidelines on social distancing.
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“We are looking to save the maximum number of lives. Everything else is 

going to come back, but a life is not going to come back,” Mr. Trump said.

The number of U.S. cases has surged to almost 6,400, according to a tracker 

maintained by Johns Hopkins University, with 100 deaths according to an 

AFP tally.

The outbreak has spread to all 50 U.S. States.

DoPT issues new directives for prevention
The Department of Personnel and Training (DoPT)   issued another set of 

directives for government employees on preventive measures to contain the 

spread of COVID-19.

The orders will remain in force till April 4.

The fresh instructions have been issued in continuation of the office 

memorandum dated March 17.

“Heads of Department [HoDs] may ensure that 50% of Group B and C 

employees are required to attend office every day, and the remaining 50% 

staff should be instructed to work from home,” said the order.

“All HoDs are advised to draft a weekly roster of duty for Group B and C staff 

and ask them to attend office on alternate weeks,” said the order.

While deciding the roster for the first week, the HoDs have been told to 

include officials who are residing in close proximity to their office or use their 

own transport to travel to the offices.

The working hours for all those who attend office on a particular day has to 

be staggered.

“The officials who are working from home on a particular day as per the 

roster drawn up should be available on telephone and electronic means of 

communication at all times,” said the memorandum.
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A cruel paradox: Beating coronavirus means causing US 
recession
No one knows how long it will last or how much it will hurt. But the US economy 

is either sliding into a recession for the first time since 2009 or is already in 

one — a sudden victim of the coronavirus outbreak.

The vast changes deemed necessary to defeat the virus — people and 

companies no longer engaging with each other — are bringing everyday 

business to a halt and likely delivering a death blow to the longest economic 

expansion on record.

The interplay between the outbreak and the steps meant to vanquish it reveals 

a cruel paradox: The faster and more painfully that ordinary economic life 

shuts down, the faster the health crisis can be solved and the faster people 

and businesses may gain the confidence to return to normal life.

Conversely, a prolonged period of fighting the virus would delay an economic 

rebound and imperil many small businesses.

Much, too, will depend on how swiftly and aggressively the Federal Reserve, 

Congress and the Trump administration deliver financial aid to tens of millions 

of economic victims — from hourly workers with no more income to suddenly 

furloughed employees to businesses with loans to pay but no customers.

Solving the health crisis by shutting down the economy, though, will have to 

come first.

Financial markets sank again Wednesday on fears about the economic 

damage. The Dow Jones Industrial Average was down nearly 1,000 points in 

mid-morning trading.

In another sign that the outbreak is severely disrupting business, Honda said 

it would shut down its North America plants for a week starting Monday.

Experts say the economy has deteriorated with stunning speed. And the 

United States is hardly alone: By all estimations, Europe is enduring its own 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    International

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

recession, accelerated by the coronavirus” epicentre in Italy.

In the US, waves of layoffs seem inevitable, especially in industries 

most vulnerable to an economic standstill: Travel, entertainment, hotels, 

restaurants, retail stores — the heart of the service sector, which makes up 

most of the US economy.

Unemployment is sure to rise, perhaps sharply, in the months ahead.

Even President Donald Trump, ever celebratory of the economy’s performance 

on his watch, conceded this week that the US “may be” heading toward a 

downturn.

Statistics that will capture the economic damage from the virus and the efforts 

to contain it are just beginning to surface.

The early evidence is sobering: The Federal Reserve Bank of New York 

reported Monday that manufacturing activity in New York State plunged this 

month to the lowest level since the Great Recession year of 2009.

Hotel executives, whose bookings have swiftly dried up, took their worries to 

the White House.

Initially, economists had expected more or less a repeat of what had 

happened when SARS hit China and Southeast Asia in 2003: Short-lived 

damage, largely isolated to China and Hong Kong that left the United States 

relatively unscathed.

China does pack four times more weight in the global economy than it did 

17 years ago. And it”s far more tightly integrated into the world economy. 

Still, the main problem for the US economy this time, it was thought, would 

be disrupted supply chains involving some Chinese imports: Made-in-China 

iPhones, Easter eggs and beachwear, for example, among others, would be 

delayed.

Yet the rapid spread of the virus and the disease it causes, COVID-19, 

heightened the economic threat to the United States. Suddenly, the outbreak 

was everywhere.
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In response, the economy started shutting down as Americans sought to 

isolate themselves to avoid contagion. Airlines cancelled flights. The NBA 

and NHL called off their seasons. There would be no March Madness.

Fast-food restaurants closed their dining rooms and confined their service 

to drive-through windows. Workers stayed away from offices and hunkered 

down at home instead of spending money at bars, restaurants, stores, movie 

theatres.

Compounding the threat, oil prices started to tumble in the face of weakening 

global growth. That was especially so after Russia and Saudi Arabia staggered 

into an oil war, refusing to cooperate on production cuts to stabilize the oil 

market.

Plummeting prices, though welcome to motorists, threatened to discourage 

investment by US energy companies that contributes to economic growth.

Trouble in the oil patches, in turn, put pressure on deeply indebted oil and 

gas exploration and drilling companies. This trend intensified fears over the 

health of the corporate bond market where companies go to borrow.

As the economic outlook darkened, financial markets began to crumble — 

brought down, too, by the US government”s fumbling initial response to the 

crisis.

Despite a strong rebound Tuesday, the Dow Jones Industrial Average remains 

down more than 8,300 points, or 28 per cent, since February 12. 

India, France conduct joint patrols from Reunion Island
India and France have conducted joint patrols from the Reunion Island for 

the first time, signaling New Delhi’s intent to engage with friendly foreign 

partners in expanding its footprint on the Indian Ocean, focusing on the 

stretch between the East African coastline and the Malacca straits.

India has so far carried out coordinated patrols only with maritime neighbours 
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and had rejected a similar offer by the U.S.

The Indian Navy conducted a joint patrol with with the French Navy from 

the Reunion Island in February. The patrol was conducted by a P-8I aircraft 

with French Navy personnel onboard, two defence sources independently 

confirmed to The Hindu.

Greater understanding

“We have robust engagement with the French,” one of them said. The 

surveillance was done in the southern Indian Ocean off Mauritius. “The P-8I 

was there for a week,” he said.

There was greater understanding between India and France on each other’s 

concerns, especially in the maritime domain, the source said. “They also have 

capacity constraints there, and we can share responsibilities. The patrols will 

be periodic. There is no set pattern,” the source added.

As reported by The Hindu last November, visiting French Navy Chief Admiral 

Christophe Prazuck had stated that they were “looking forward to organising 

joint patrols with the Indian Navy” in 2020 and working on the precise 

objectives. Speaking at an event, he said the region of the patrols could be 

north-western Indian Ocean or southern Indian Ocean “around the islands 

that are part of France”.

“France is a safe country for us, there will be no concerns in conducting joint 

patrols with them,” a third official said on why France was the first country 

selected to conduct joint patrols. France is also the first country to deploy a 

liaison officer at the Indian Navy’s Information Fusion Centre (IFC-IOR) as 

part of efforts to improve maritime domain awareness (MDA).

Major strategic partner

France has steadily emerged as a major strategic partner for India with big-

ticket defence deals and increased military-to-military engagement.

The Indian Navy is currently inducting French Scorpene conventional 

submarines, being built in India under technology transfer, and the Indian Air 
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Force will soon get the first batch of its 36 Rafale fighter jets.

Finland is the happiest country, again
The United Nations has declared Finland as the world’s happiest nation for 

the third consecutive year. Researchers for the World Happiness Report 

asked people in 153 countries to evaluate their levels of happiness by taking 

into account factors such as GDP, social support, personal freedom, and 

levels of corruption in each nation.

Finland is followed by Denmark, Switzerland, Iceland, Norway, Netherlands, 

Sweden, New Zealand and Austria. Luxembourg stepped in to the top 10 for 

the first time this year at the 10th spot. Canada is ranked 11, Australia at 12 

and the United Kingom at 13. The US is in the 18th spot.

India is ranked 144, way lower than its neighbours. Nepal is ranked 15, 

Pakistan is at the 29, Bangladesh at 107 and Sri Lanka at 130.

“The happiest countries are those where people feel a sense of belonging, 

where they trust and enjoy each other and their shared institutions,” John 

Helliwell, on of the authors of the report, said in a statement.

“There is also more resilience, because shared trust reduces the burden of 

hardships, and thereby lessens the inequality of well-being,” he added.

The countries at the bottom of the list were those affected by violence and 

extreme poverty. Zimbabwe, South Sudan, and Afghanistan were among 

those classified as the least happy countries.

Finland’s long dark winters were reputed to be behind high levels of alcoholism 

and suicide. But its residents enjoy a high quality of life, security and public 

services, with rates of inequality and poverty.

The data for this year’s World Happiness Report was collected in 2018 and 

2019, thus not impacted by the widespread restrictions imposed by many 

countries to curb the spread of the novel coronavirus disease (COVID-19).
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However, the authors of the report predicted that the lockdown in many 

countries could boost happiness in the future.

“The most frequent explanation seems to be that people are pleasantly 

surprised by the willingness of their neighbours and their institutions to work 

in harness to help each other,” the team said on the website.

Can China’s model work for the West?
The head of the World Health Organization believes China’s battle with COVID-

19 offers a beacon of hope, but others question whether Beijing’s strategy 

can be followed by other countries — particularly Western democracies.

China has reported only one new local infection over the past four days, a 

seemingly remarkable turnaround given the chaos that surrounded the initial 

outbreak in the city of Wuhan. While some experts caution against accepting 

Beijing’s figures at face value, WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 

insisted China’s success “provides hope for the rest of the world”.

But China is a particular case — a centrally-controlled, top-down, one-party 

authoritarian state that allows no dissent and can mobilise vast resources on 

a single issue. In January, China effectively shut down Wuhan and placed 

its 11 million residents in effective quarantine — a move it then replicated 

in the rest of Hubei province, putting 50 million people in mass isolation. 

Hundreds of millions of Chinese live in closed residential complexes where 

neighbourhood committees can police movement in and out — meaning 

compliance could be closely monitored.

“Containment works,” said Sharon Lewin, professor of medicine at the 

University of Melbourne. “Two weeks after the closure of Wuhan, which is 

exactly the incubation period, the number (of infections) started to drop.” In 

cities, it quickly became necessary to wear a mask as apartment blocks, 

businesses and even parks barred entry without one.
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During the crisis, China produced up to 1.6 million N95 respirator masks per 

day, according to the official Xinhua news agency. To boost detection rates, 

temperature checkpoints were installed outside buildings and shops, or in 

public places. And in the high-tech country where privacy is limited, many 

localities require citizens to show a QR code on their phone that rates them 

as “green”, “yellow” or “red”.

This assessment — based on tracking of whether they visited a high-risk 

zone — is now an entrance requirement for many businesses.
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‘India monitoring impact of U.S.-Taliban deal’
Likening the U.S.-Taliban agreement at Doha to the long-awaited release of 

a film, External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar said   that India was “watching 

the space” closely to ensure that gains of the past two decades were not 

lost. “[The agreement] has been talked about for so long it is almost like 

finally seeing Pakeezah after 17 trailers,” Mr. Jaishankar said, referring to 

the 1972 Hindi film which took 15 years to complete.

“How it plays out, only time will tell…This is not the Afghanistan of 2001. To 

the United States and the West, our message is that the achievements of 

the last 18 years should be protected and not jeopardised.”

Concerns not addressed

While India has raised concerns over the future of democracy, human rights, 

women’s rights and other achievements made in Afghanistan since 2001, 

when the Taliban regime was last defeated, the issues were not addressed 

in the agreement between the U.S. and Taliban signed by U.S. Secretary of 

State Mike Pompey on February 29. The agreement provides a timetable 

for withdrawal of the U.S. troops from Afghanistan by May 2021 and an 

intra-Afghan dialogue in March 2020.

Speaking at the Centre for Policy Research’s “Dialogue 2020”, in 

conversation with former Foreign Secretary Shyam Saran, Mr. Jaishankar 

said he believed the “real negotiations” would begin only now — a possible 

reference to the intra-Afghan dialogue due to begin on March 10, as well 

as a Pakistan-Afghanistan dialogue facilitated by Washington on securing 

borders and ending terror safe havens.

“How cohesive are the various players... does the Taliban join the democratic 

set-up, or will the democratic set-up have to adjust to the Taliban... We are 

all watching this space,” he said. India stopped short of welcoming the U.S.-

Taliban and U.S. -Afghanistan agreements announced, texts of which were 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    India and 
the World

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

widely distributed in the media. According to a Ministry statement, India 

“noted that the entire political spectrum in Afghanistan... has welcomed 

the opportunity and hope for peace and stability generated by these 

agreements.”

NRC will not have an impact on Bangladesh: Foreign 
Secretary
The National Register of Citizens (NRC) in India will not affect Bangladesh, 

Foreign Secretary Harsh Vardhan Shringla has said in Dhaka. Addressing 

a seminar, the visiting Indian official said   that NRC was rolled out in Assam 

“entirely at the direction” of the Supreme Court.

“Let me clearly state here what our leadership has repeatedly confirmed 

at the highest level to the government of Bangladesh: this is a process 

that is entirely internal to India. Therefore, there will be no implications for 

the government and people of Bangladesh. You have our assurance on 

that count,” said Mr. Shringla at a seminar organised by the Bangladesh 

Institute of International and Strategic Studies (BIISS).

Dhaka has in the past expressed concern over the fallout of the NRC, 

which is aimed at finding undocumented nationals of Bangladesh in India. 

The NRC process in Assam left nearly two million citizens out of the final 

NRC list of the State, which was declared on August 31, 2019.

Subsequently, Home Minister Amit Shah’s comments confirming the 

inevitability of a nationwide NRC and his public proclamations demanding 

throwing out of “Bangladeshi infiltrators” had also drawn serious concern 

from the highest levels in Bangladesh. Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina sent a 

message to India in an interview to a Gulf news outlet in January reiterating 

that she perceived the NRC as an internal matter for India to deal with.
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UN rights body to move SC on CAA
In an unprecedented and rare move, the Geneva-based Office of the High 

Commissioner for Human Rights (OHCHR) has announced that it plans to 

file an application in the Supreme Court, asking to be impleaded in petitions 

challenging the Citizenship (Amendment) Act (CAA).

Responding to the announcement, the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) said 

the United Nations body had no right to file a petition that will ask the court 

to appoint the Commissioner for Human Rights as an assistant or amicus 

curiae in the case.

The OHCHR plan has been criticised by diplomatic and legal experts here, 

including one of the 22 petitioners in the case, as an “overreach”.

“The High Commissioner [Michelle Bachelet] intends to submit an amicus 

curiae brief shortly on the Citizenship [Amendment] Act [CAA] in the Indian 

Supreme Court, in accordance with the Court’s established procedures, and 

she has informed the Indian Permanent Mission in Geneva of her intention,” 

Rupert Colville, OHCHR spokesperson based in Geneva, confirmed to The 

Hindu .

“The amicus curiae will focus on providing an overview of relevant and 

applicable international human rights standards and norms to support the 

Court’s deliberations in the context of its review of the CAA,” the spokesperson 

said.

Last week, Ms. Bachelet informed the Human Rights Council that the UN body 

had “great concerns over the CAA”. She had also met with MEA Secretary 

(West) Vikas Swarup, who had travelled to Geneva to represent India at the 

43rd session of the Human Rights Council last Thursday.  , the Indian Mission 

in Geneva was formally informed of the OHCHR’s plans to file the petition.

MEA spokesperson Raveesh Kumar said  , “The Citizenship (Amendment) 

Act is an internal matter of India and concerns the sovereign right of the 
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Indian Parliament to make laws. We strongly believe that no foreign party has 

any locus standi on issues pertaining to India’s sovereignty.”

“We are confident that our sound and legally sustainable position would be 

vindicated by the Honourable Supreme Court,” he added.

‘India committed to two-state solution’
India has remained “steadfast” in its support for Palestinian rights and has 

consistently voted in favour of Palestine at the UN on “15 key resolutions”, 

said members of a key UN body, calling for New Delhi to play an “enhanced” 

role in the search for a solution to the Israel-Palestine conflict.

A four-member delegation of the Committee on the Exercise of the Inalienable 

rights of the Palestinian People said that during discussions with External 

Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar, the government had reiterated its traditional 

stand on the issue.

“We would like countries like India that have good relations with both Israel 

and Palestine, and are also attached to multilateral principles, to play a bigger 

role in the resolution of the issue,” Cheikh Niang, Chairman of the committee, 

who visited Delhi this week told presspersons. Mr. Niang explained that part 

of the reason for the first such country visit by the panel was that India was 

expected to become a non-permanent member of the UN Security Council 

for 2021-22.

Asked about India’s recent votes that appeared to support Israel, including one 

at the UN’s ECOSOC in June 2019 which ended the consultative status for a 

Palestinian NGO that Israel claimed had terror links, the committee members 

said those actions were not reflective of India’s stand on the resolution of the 

Israel-Palestine conflict.

They pointed to several other votes by India, including the UN General 

Assembly vote that had sharply criticised the United States for recognising 
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Jerusalem as the Israeli capital in December 2017. India had also voted 

in favour of another UNGA resolution “deploring the use of excessive, 

disproportionate and indiscriminate force by Israeli forces against Palestinian 

civilians” in June 2018.

“The best way to test India’s commitment is the way India votes,” Mr. Niang 

told The Hindu . “India has consistently voted in favour of those resolutions 

that promote the two-state solution with a Palestinian claim to East Jerusalem. 

We have not seen any weakening of the position.”

‘Too early to predict COVID-19 impact on global hiring’
It is too early to predict the potential impact of COVID-19 on global hiring, 

says ManpowerGroup India, part of a U.S.-based workforce solutions firm.

The reality today is that unemployment remained low in many markets, the 

company said and added that organisations globally were still struggling to 

find people with the right skills.

An employment outlook study it conducted across 5,153 Indian enterprises 

revealed steady hiring trends for the upcoming three months. As per the study, 

mining and construction, wholesale and retail trade, and services sectors 

would lead the job market and small companies with employee strength in 

the 10-49 range are expected to hire more than others.

Most of these recruitments will take place in the east and north regions of the 

country.

Strong hiring trends

Workforce gains are anticipated in seven industry sectors during the coming 

quarter. Mining and construction employers report the strongest hiring 

intentions with a net employment outlook of 16% (growth). Respectable 

payroll gains are also forecast in two sectors with outlook of 15% in the 

wholesale and retail trade sector and 13% in the services sector.
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New jobs in public administration, education, finance, insurance and real 

estate, transportation and utilities sectors are expected to grow as well. ”There 

is a dearth of talent and companies are ready to pay premium wages for the 

right talent with the appropriate skills.

Employers are also upbeat about upskilling their existing talent strength,” 

Sandeep Gulati, group MD of ManpowerGroup India said.

Virus thaws freeze: Let us join hands, fight it together, PM to 
SAARC
Taking some of India’s neighbours by surprise, Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi Friday proposed that leaders from South Asian Association for 

Regional Cooperation (SAARC) countries should chalk out a plan to 

fight the coronavirus pandemic, starting with a discussion via “video-

conferencing”.

Given the urgency of the public health crisis, sources told The Indian Express, 

the video-conference could take place over the weekend. Among SAARC 

nations, India has so far recorded 82 cases followed by Pakistan (20), 

Maldives (8), Afghanistan (7), Bangladesh (3), Sri Lanka (2), and Nepal and 

Bhutan (1 each).

Over the last five years, India appeared to have virtually abandoned the 

SAARC process on the issue of Pakistan-sponsored terrorism, and diplomats 

of at least three countries in the grouping told The Indian Express that the 

latest move has come as a “pleasant surprise”. They said they were looking 

forward to cooperating on the issue.

Response is key

With the coronavirus looming large, India’s perceived U-turn on its engagement 

with SAARC has opened a new window for cooperation. But how the eight-

member grouping responds will be the real test — for the public health crisis 
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and diplomacy in the region.

Modi tweeted: “Our planet is battling the COVID-19 Novel Coronavirus. At 

various levels, governments and people are trying their best to combat it. 

South Asia, which is home to a significant number of the global population, 

should leave no stone unturned to ensure our people are healthy.”

He wrote: “I would like to propose that the leadership of SAARC nations 

chalk out a strong strategy to fight Coronavirus. We could discuss, via video 

conferencing, ways to keep our citizens healthy. Together, we can set an 

example to the world, and contribute to a healthier planet.”

Within hours of the Prime Minister’s tweet, leaders from Nepal, Sri Lanka, 

Bhutan, the Maldives, Afghanistan and Bangladesh welcomed the initiative. 

However, Pakistan was yet to respond.

Sources said that while the spread of the virus has been relatively subdued in 

SAARC countries, India did not want to take any chances. It has suspended 

bus and train services to Bangladesh, but the Kartarpur corridor to Pakistan 

remains open.

India had abandoned the SAARC as a concept after the terror attacks in 

Pathankot and Uri in 2016, and — along with others like Afghanistan and 

Bangladesh – boycotted the summit in Pakistan in 2016. This led to all 

movement being stalled on the SAARC dialogue process in the last three-

and-a-half years.

India has always maintained that Pakistan’s support for terrorist activities in 

the region has led to a situation that is not conducive to holding the SAARC 

summit, and pushed the BIMSTEC grouping to marginalise Pakistan in the 

region.

Sporadic attempts by Nepal to revive the process had been stonewalled 

by India, with India and Pakistan refusing to engage with each other at the 

SAARC foreign ministers’ meeting in the last two years.
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However, officials pointed to the prompt and positive response by four leaders 

in the region to Modi’s call as a “positive sign”.

Thanking Modi for the “great initiative”, Sri Lankan President Gotabaya 

Rajapaksa tweeted that his country “is ready to join the discussion & share 

our learnings & best practices and to learn” from other SAARC members. 

“Let’s unite in solidarity during these trying times and keep our citizens safe,” 

he wrote.

Nepal Prime Minister K P Sharma Oli welcomed the idea of “chalking out 

a strong strategy by the leadership of the SAARC nations” and said his 

government “is ready to work closely with SAARC Member States to protect 

our citizens from this deadly disease”.

Bhutan Prime Minister Lotay Tshering gave a ringing endorsement to the 

Indian leadership. “This is what we call leadership. As members of this region, 

we must come together in such times. Smaller economies are hit harder, 

so we must coordinate. With your leadership, I have no doubt we will see 

immediate and impactful outcome. Looking forward to the video conference,” 

he tweeted.

Maldives President Ibrahim Mohamed Solih supported the effort. Thanking 

Modi for “the initiative on this important endeavor”, he said it “requires 

collective effort to defeat” the virus.

Bangladesh junior Foreign minister Shahriar Alam said Prime Minister Sheikh 

Hasina “welcomes the proposal” and looks forward “to a constructive dialogue” 

with heads of governments and states “who already consented to discuss the 

way forward at this testing time for the region and the world”.

Afghanistan President Ashraf Ghani’s spokesperson Sediq Sediqqi said his 

government “strongly welcomes the proposal” and “readiness of the other 

SAARC members to work together devising a unified strategy to fight the 

coronavirus in the region”.

Reacting to Modi’s tweet, the SAARC Secretariat tweeted that it “welcomes 
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the timely proposal…as well as the support of other SAARC leaders and 

stands ready to work with all Member States towards a strong strategy to 

fight the coronavirus” in the region.

Saudi law granted women new freedoms. Their families don’t 
always agree.
For Westerners — squinting at Saudi Arabia across a vast landscape of 

stories about oppressed women and human rights abuses — the desert 

kingdom often leaves a single, damning impression: Here is a country that 

women are desperate to flee.

But the changes driven by Crown Prince Mohammed bin Salman, the 

kingdom’s de facto ruler, have complicated that image over the last few 

years, codifying for women the right to drive, attend sporting events and 

travel without a man’s permission, among others. As the social codes that 

long governed their lives relax their grip, more women are wearing their hair 

uncovered and mingling openly with men — at least in larger cities.

But whether reality lives up to the law depends on the dice roll of birth. Day 

by day, it still falls to women in many households to negotiate their freedoms 

with the fathers, husbands, brothers and sons who serve as their legal 

guardians

Even before the legal changes, Saudi women from tolerant families rarely 

had to chafe under requirements that a male guardian approve plans to get 

jobs or travel abroad. For them, permission was nearly always granted.

Although Crown Prince Mohammed has spoken of dismantling the 

guardianship system, women remain legal minors when it comes to marrying, 

living on their own and other matters. Those from more traditional families 

are still yoked to male guardians for whom fear of God, change or what the 

neighbors will think often outweighs the letter of the law.
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The lack of reliable public polling and free speech makes it difficult to gauge how 

Saudis view women’s changing status. But one study, from 2018, suggested 

that fear of social stigma may drive opposition more than personal resistance. 

It found that a majority of Saudi husbands approve of their wives working 

outside the home, yet underestimate how many other men also support it. 

Telling them that more men actually favored it was enough encouragement 

for them to register their wives for a job-recruitment service.

The easing up of attitudes has mirrored a general loosening of Saudi society, 

much of it owing to the legal changes set in motion by the crown prince, who 

has erased many social restrictions and defanged the once-feared religious 

police.

G20 virtual summit is likely to take place today
G20 leaders are likely to hold a videoconference   to discuss the coronavirus 

pandemic.

The virtual summit comes a few days after Saudi Arabia, the current president 

of the forum for the governments of 19 countries and the European Union 

(EU), declared that it would convene a virtual summit on the extraordinary 

threat posed by the virus that has killed thousands across the world.

Global cooperation

The videoconference was also discussed at a telephone conversation between 

External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar and his Chinese counterpart Wang 

Yi  . “Exchanged views on the forthcoming G20 summit. Global challenges 

require global cooperation,” Mr. Jaishankar said after the conversation.

Wednesday’s interaction will be the second after the leaders of the South 

Asian Association for Regional Cooperation (SAARC) met through the video 

link at the initiative of Prime Minister Narendra Modi on March 15.

This meeting led to the formation of the SAARC Emergency Fund for COVID-
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19. The G20 videoconference is also expected to yield more international 

cooperation to stamp out the virus.

G20 commits $5 trillion amid COVID-19 scare
The world needs to “redefine” its conversations on globalisation to include 

social and humanitarian issues such as terrorism, climate change and 

pandemics along with financial and economic discussions, said Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi, speaking at a video-conference of leaders of the world’s top 

20 economies, the G20, hosted by the Saudi King, Salman bin Abdulaziz Al 

Saud, to discuss the novel coronavirus pandemic.

According to a release, the G20 countries committed   to inject more than 

$5 trillion into the global economy, and contribute to the COVID-19 solidarity 

response fund led by the World Health Organization (WHO).

“The unprecedented COVID-19 pandemic is a powerful reminder of our 

interconnectedness and vulnerabilities. The virus respects no borders. 

Combating this pandemic calls for a transparent, robust, coordinated, large-

scale and science-based global response in the spirit of solidarity,” said a 

joint statement issued at the end of the extraordinary summit.

“We will share timely and transparent information; exchange epidemiological 

and clinical data; share materials necessary for research and development; 

and strengthen health systems globally, including through supporting the full 

implementation of the WHO International Health Regulations.”

More interactions

The leaders agreed to have more interactions of G20 Foreign Ministers, 

health officials and the respective Sherpas before the Riyadh Summit of the 

G20 nations in November 2020.

In his opening remarks, King Salman spoke of the impact of the COVID-

19 pandemic on global growth and financial markets. He said that the G20 
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must send a “strong signal to restore confidence in the global economy 

by resuming, as soon as possible, the normal flow of goods and services, 

especially vital medical supplies.”

In the effort to control the pandemic, most countries have acted individually 

he said, stressing the need for a more coordinated effort.

Prime Minister Modi, who had first suggested the video-conference, also called 

for a bigger mandate and more funding for the World Health Organisation, 

which he said had failed to “adapt itself to deal with the new challenges the 

international community has faced.”

WHO’s ‘failure’

Many countries have been critical of WHO’s failure to alert the world quickly 

enough of the potential threat from the pandemic, even after it had been 

informed of its spread in Wuhan by China on December 31 last year.

Others, most notably the United States, have been particularly critical of China 

for not having been transparent and shared information about the pandemic, 

and have even called for the virus to be named the “Chinese virus” or the 

“Wuhan virus,” a move China has opposed strongly.

Finally, there have been differences in the approach by G-20 countries 

towards lockdowns in order to control the pandemic spread through social 

distancing.

Last week, Mr. Trump had hinted that he wanted to lift the shutdown in the 

US as it was impacting the economy, saying that the “cure cannot be worse 

than the problem itself.” Brazilian President Jair Bolsonaro has called state-

imposed lockdowns a “crime”, while countries like India have imposed a 

stringent 21-day lockdown across the country.

Sources said that there had been no “effort to ascribe blame or responsibility” 

for the pandemic.
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World is now in recession: IMF
The COVID-19 pandemic has driven the global economy into a downturn that 

will require massive funding to help developing nations, IMF chief Kristalina 

Georgieva said Friday.

“It is clear that we have entered a recession” that will be worse than the one 

in 2009, following the global financial crisis, she said.

With the worldwide economic “sudden stop,” Ms. Georgieva said the 

fund’s estimate “for the overall financial needs of emerging markets is $2.5 

trillion.”

But she warned the estimate “is on the lower end.”

Governments in emerging markets, which have suffered an exodus of capital 

of more than $83 billion in recent weeks, can cover much of that, but “clearly 

the domestic resources are insufficient” and many already have high debt 

loads.

Over 80 countries, mostly with low incomes, have already requested 

emergency aid from the International Monetary Fund, she said.

“We do know that their own reserves and domestic resources will not be 

sufficient,” she said, adding the fund is aiming to beef up its response “to 

do more, do it better, do it faster than ever before.” She also welcomed 

the $2.2 trillion economic package approved by the U.S. Senate, saying “it 

is absolutely necessary to cushion the world’s largest economy against an 

abrupt drop in economic activities.”

US reaches 65,000 H-1B visa cap for 2021
The US Citizenship and Immigration Services (USCIS) said it has reached 

the congressionally-mandated 65,000 H-1B cap for the fiscal year 2021 as it 

received enough requests from corporations and businesses.

The USCIS, the federal agency which screens and allocates H-1B applications, 
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said it reached the cap and “randomly selected among the registrations 

properly selected.”

The fiscal year begins from October 1, 2020.

USCIS will notify the successful applicants and their companies before 

March 31, that they are eligible to file an H-1B cap-subject petition.

The deadline for submitting the H-1B applications by successful registrants 

is June 30.

Under the new H-1B Electronic Registration Process implemented this year, 

before the start of the application filing season on April 1, all the companies 

were mandatorily asked to register with the USCIS and March 20 was the 

last date for the registration.

USCIS said that it has received enough registration for the Congressionally-

mandated cap for 65,000 H-1B visas.

In addition, USCIS also issues another 20,000 H-1B visas for those who 

have earned masters and higher degrees from a US institution.

“USCIS has received enough electronic registrations during the initial period 

to reach the FY 2021 H-1B numerical allocations (H-1B cap). We randomly 

selected from among the registrations properly submitted,” the federal 

agency said.

“We intend to notify petitioners with selected registrations no later than 

March 31, 2020, that they are eligible to file an H-1B cap-subject petition for 

the beneficiary named in the applicable selected registration.” it said.

North Korea fires ballistic missiles into sea, criticised by 
South
North Korea   fired two suspected ballistic missiles into the sea, South 

Korea said, calling it “very inappropriate” at a time when the world is battling 
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the coronavirus pandemic.

South Korea’s Joint Chiefs of Staff said it detected the projectiles flying from 

the North Korean eastern coastal city of Wonsan into the waters between 

the Korean Peninsula and Japan   morning.

The projectiles flew about 230 kilometres at a maximum altitude of 30 

kilometres, the statement said.

South Korean and US intelligence authorities were analyzing more details 

of the launches.

The military described them as “very inappropriate” because they occurred 

while the world is grappling with the coronavirus outbreak. It urged North 

Korea to stop such military action.

In recent weeks, North Korea has fired a slew of missiles and artillery shells in 

an apparent effort to upgrade its military capability amid deadlocked nuclear 

talks with the United States. The talks remain stalled since the breakdown of 

a second summit between North Korean leader Kim Jong Un and President 

Donald Trump in Vietnam in early 2019.

The weapons launched recently were all short range and didn’t pose a direct 

threat to the US homeland.

North Korea hasn’t carried out nuclear or long-range missile tests since it 

began nuclear diplomacy with the United States in 2018. A resumption of a 

major weapons test by North Korea could completely disrupt the negotiations, 

some experts say.

North Korea also has been engaged in an intense campaign to prevent the 

spread of the coronavirus that has infected more than 660,000 worldwide.

North Korea has repeatedly said there hasn’t been a single virus outbreak on 

its soil, a claim questioned by foreign experts. Many experts say an outbreak 

in North Korea could be dire because of its chronic lack of medical supplies 

and poor health care infrastructure.
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A week ago, North Korea said Trump sent a personal letter to Kim, seeking 

to maintain good relations and offering cooperation in fighting the outbreak. A 

North Korean state media dispatch didn’t say whether Trump mentioned any 

of the latest weapons tests by the North.

‘Testing and mass quarantines helped Wuhan defeat virus’
Wuhan, the epicentre of the COVID-19 outbreak, is slowly rebounding after 

two months in lockdown. Dr. Gong Zuojiong, Director of the Department of 

Infectious Diseases at Renmin Hospital of Wuhan University, has been on the 

frontlines of the COVID-19 fight in the city. In an interview with The Hindu , he 

says a key lesson from Wuhan’s battle was breaking the chain of transmission 

through widespread testing and isolating all patients, even those with mild 

symptoms, away from their homes in central quarantine. Edited excerpts:

What is the present situation in terms of new infections and the current 

patients you are treating?

At present, COVID-19 has been brought under control through two months 

of prevention and management in Wuhan and Hubei province. No new 

patient has been diagnosed right now. However, we are still continuing strict 

monitoring.

What was your experience during the peak of the crisis?

At the beginning, there were too many patients that needed to be confirmed. 

The hospital did not have so many beds for the patients’ hospitalisation. 

We had a shortage of personal protective equipment (PPE). Our hospital 

dedicated a separate campus, our east campus, as a designated hospital to 

receive severe and critical patients.

When was the ‘turning point’ achieved?

We reached the ‘turning point’ at the end of February, when the numbers of 

new confirmed and suspected cases dramatically decreased. Now, we are 
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reporting zero cases.

Besides lockdown, what do you see as the most important measures in 

tackling the spread?

For prevention and control of a high contagion, the important measures are 

to manage and control those infected, and break down the transmission. For 

those cases that were mild and moderate, we found that transferring them to 

the ark hospital [makeshift hospitals of which 16 were built] is a good method 

that we would recommend. Also, avoid people gathering. Wearing masks 

and hand hygiene are also important. In addition, doctors should pay more 

attention for finding severe cases early in order to diagnose and treat critical 

cases to reduce the risk of mortality.

Can you explain why centralised quarantine and isolation was followed 

on such a large scale, as opposed to just home isolation for mild 

cases?

Quarantine and home isolation depends on different countries’ conditions. 

In China and India, because we have such a large population, one family 

may have several members. Cross-infection occurs commonly. For mild and 

moderate type confirmed cases, the ark hospital is a good quarantine and 

isolation place, and this helps avoid cross-infection and breaks down the 

transmission.

What was the scale of testing done in Wuhan?

I don’t know exactly the scale of testing in the whole of Wuhan city. By 

the middle of January, when PCR reagents (nucleic acid testing) became 

available, our hospital alone tested around 1,000 samples daily. Right now, all 

samples can be examined because the supply of testing materials is enough. 

Testing for COVID-19 plays an important, even central role, because we want 

to find new cases and suspected cases as quickly as possible. Only then we 

can isolate patients and break down the transmission.
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In a large population with limited resources, do you see alternatives to 

widespread testing?

For testing, scientists have different techniques. For example, antibodies 

detection and different (modified PCR) methods for nucleic acid detection 

could also be used. And an experienced radiologist could diagnose the 

suspected cases based on the CT scans.

COVID-19: Maldives Parliament meets online, discusses 
strategies
Determined to keep Parliament functional during the COVID-19 outbreak, 

Maldivian legislators   convened online for a crucial session to discuss 

strategies to combat the pandemic.

As many as 71 of the 87-member House logged in   using a web conferencing 

facility, appreciating the need for physical distancing. “Even though we are 

confined to our homes, our democracy is not under house arrest. The work of 

the Flag of Maldives People’s Majlis continues unimpeded, online,” Speaker 

and former President Mohamed Nasheed said in a tweet.

To help members get used to the software and iron out any technical issues, 

“a rehearsal of the online Parliament” was held  , according to officials in 

Male.

A notice on the session of Parliament — or People’s Majlis — with the agenda 

was sent to the MPs via text message in advance.

Monday’s discussion centred on the Indian Ocean island nation’s response 

to COVID-19, according to the Speaker. Members’ interventions underlined 

the need for the Maldivian government to back only those businesses which 

will “bounce back”, like fishing and not the otherwise vital tourism sector that 

has taken a big hit due to the global pandemic.
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“The sentiment was that the government must focus on a way out, into 

prosperity again,” Mr. Nasheed told The Hindu from Male via phone. “The 

MPs took to the online session like fish to water.”

The Maldives currently has two COVID-19 positive patients, who returned 

from the U.K., undergoing treatment. The 13 cases detected earlier this month 

have been cured, says government spokesman Mabrook Azeez.

However, 870 Maldivians, and foreigners working in the island, who returned 

after foreign travels have been quarantined for observation. “Ten resorts have 

been converted to quarantine centres,” Mr. Azeez said.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

Science, 
Tech and
Environment



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

’Seventeen new planets, including one Earth-sized world 
discovered’
Astronomers have discovered 17 new planets, including a potentially habitable 

Earth-sized world, by combing through data gathered by NASA’s Kepler space 

telescope which was launched in 2009, and retired in October 2018. The 

findings, published in The Astronomical Journal, include rare Earth-like planet 

named KIC-7340288 b.

Presence of colistin-resistant bacteria of food origin in the gut 
is cause for worry
A small study involving 65 stool samples taken from patients from a single 

hospital in Chennai found 51% of them harbour colistin-resistant bacteria. This 

reflects the presence of such bacteria in the gut as stool samples represent 

gut colonisation. This is the first study from India which has found indirect 

evidence of colistin-resistant bacteria in the gut and was published in the 

journal Diagnostic Microbiology & Infectious Disease.

Colistin is the last-resort antibiotic used to treat highly drug-resistant bacterial 

infections.

Colistin-resistant bacteria can be of hospital origin or food origin. Colistin-

resistant bacteria of hospital origin do not respond to any of the antibiotics, 

including carbapenem while colistin-resistant bacteria of food origin will 

respond to carbapenem.

Stool samples

Of the 65 stool samples studied, 33 samples were found to have colistin-

resistant bacteria, the team led by Dr. Abdul Ghafur, consultant in infectious 

diseases at Chennai’s Apollo Cancer Institute found. And of the 33 samples 

that had bacteria resistant to colistin, 77% were found to be food-acquired and 

the remaining 23% had an antibiotics resistance pattern suggestive of hospital 
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origin.

In a paper published in the Journal of Global Antimicrobial Resistance in 

2018, Dr. Ghafur and his team found that colistin-resistant Klebsiella bacteria 

were widely present in poultry and raw vegetables. The main cause of colistin 

resistance in food is due to the rampant use of colistin in poultry. Since poultry 

litter is used as manure to grow vegetables, colistin-resistant bacteria are 

found in vegetables as well.

Usage in poultry

“Most of the colistin-resistant Klebsiella bacteria in the gut is from food and 

not hospital-acquired,” says Dr. Ghafur. “Colistin usage in poultry plays a 

bigger role than its usage in hospitals for the bacteria to develop widespread 

colistin resistance.”

Dr. Ghafur adds: “So even if hospital usage of colistin is rationale and scientific 

that will hardly make any difference in the generation of colistin resistance. 

The only way out is to control the use of colistin in poultry.”

How resistance is conferred

In clinical practice, it is the mutation in the mgrB gene or other chromosomal 

genes that confers colistin resistance to Klebsiella bacteria. In their 2018 

study, the authors found mgrB gene mutation in food Klebsiella bacteria.

Till date, there is no evidence to suggest that the mgrB gene mutation 

spreads from food to human Klebsiella bacteria. The only colistin resistance 

mechanism that is known to spread from food to human Klebsiella bacteria 

is through mcr gene transfer.

However, only a minority (less than 3%) of colistin-resistant Klebsiella bacterial 

infections in humans is contributed by the mcr gene. “Majority of infections by 

colistin-resistant Klebsiella in humans are due to mutations in the mgrB gene 

or other chromosomal genes,” Dr. Ghafur says.

The gene and its mutation
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The mcr gene is located in the plasmid and so can spread quickly to other 

bacteria. The mgrB gene mutation too can spread quickly but through 

insertion sequences.

The cause of colistin resistance in majority of bacteria of food origin in human 

gut is due to mgrB gene mutation.

“Our study provides additional evidence to the hypothesis that colistin 

resistance due to mgrB mutation in food Klebsiella has the potential to spread 

to human Klebsiella in the gut and hence may contribute colistin-resistant 

infections in humans,” he says.

In light of that, the finding that a large number of individuals carry colistin-

resistant bacteria of food origin in the gut is therefore worrying.

Zebrafish reveal how to run faster
The tiny freshwater zebrafish, a favourite in aquariums, has now helped 

researchers understand the neural mechanism involved in fast movement. 

The fish needs to swim to battle the drift of the streams and the question 

of how they do this intrigued the researchers from the National Centre for 

Biological Sciences (NCBS), Bengaluru.

Speed control

The team, consisting of Urvashi Jha and Vatsala Thirumalai studied a reflexive 

behaviour called optomotor response in freely swimming zebrafish larvae. 

They were able to pinpoint how speed was controlled during this behaviour 

at the level of single nerve cells.

The team evoked the optomotor response in the laboratory by moving black 

and white bars on a little screen placed under the fish. When fish were placed 

in normal water, they swam to keep up with the moving bars. However, when 

drugs that activate dopamine receptors were added to the water, the fish 

swam much faster and even got ahead of the moving bars. They noticed that 
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the fish swam faster by bending the tail more from side to side. The results 

were published in Current Biology.

Tail movement is caused by motor neurons sending electrical impulses to 

the muscle. By recording the electrical activity of single motor neurons, they 

showed that the increased tail bending was due to dopamine’s direct actions 

on motor neurons. These results are exciting because they show that motor 

neurons, which are thought to mostly only relay the command coming to 

them, are capable of altering the behavioural output.

Ideal model organism

Ms. Jha, the first author of the paper, explains that zebrafish served an ideal 

model organism as it allowed in-depth studies from the level of behaviour to 

single neuronal levels. “We have currently studied only the motor neurons, 

and it would be interesting to see if dopamine affects the properties of other 

neurons in the spinal cord too. Another follow up study can be to investigate 

what exact information dopamine is encoding,” she adds.

“We have shown that there is a lot of plasticity within the spinal cord. We now 

know that even after the brain has issued the command for a movement, 

changing the properties of motor neurons can alter the final behavioural 

outcome,” says Prof. Thirumalai.

NCBS method to detect virus associated with a rare skin 
cancer
A team from National Centre for Biological Sciences, Bengaluru, has 

developed a diagnostic system to detect the presence of Merkel cell 

polyomavirus in Merkel cell carcinoma tumours. Merkel cell carcinoma is a 

rare and aggressive type of skin cancer. The researchers have developed a 

test using the CRISPR-CAS12 technology that can identify the virus in the 

tumour and give off fluorescence to indicate the presence of the virus. This 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

is an important development, both, from the point of view of diagnostics and 

giving a prognosis for the condition.

Merkel cell carcinoma is associated with old age, excessive exposure to 

ultraviolet light and a weak immune system.

Crucial association

A virus that is part of the normal skin flora – the Merkel cell polyomavirus – can 

get integrated in the human genome and undergo a mutation which causes it 

to promote the cancer. In studies, in about 60-80% of Merkel cell carcinoma 

patients, the tumours were found to test positive for the virus. It is important to 

know this from the point of view of targeting treatment as well as for giving a 

prognosis. Earlier studies have shown that the Merkel cell carcinoma caused 

by the virus is less aggressive and progresses slower than that caused by 

excessive exposure to ultraviolet light.

“Our test, though presently in initial stages, combines the exciting new 

CRISPR technology with diagnostics and viral detection and holds promise 

for use in clinics [sometime] in the future” says Reety Arora from NCBS in an 

email to The Hindu. She is the corresponding author of a paper on the work 

published in Frontiers in Molecular Biosciences.

DETECTR system

The team adapted a system named DETECTR (DNA endonuclease-targeted 

CRISPR trans reporter) to help them in this endeavour. The system consists 

of three components: identifier, switch and reporter. The identifier is a “guide 

RNA” which can recognise and bind to a section of the Merkel cell polyoma 

virus. The switch is a DNA-cutting enzyme known as Cas-12a which gets 

attached to the guide RNA after it finds its target DNA. The reporter consists 

of a single stranded DNA tagged with a fluorescent molecule.

When the guide RNA attaches itself to the viral DNA segment, the attached 

Cas-12a enzymes get activated and start cutting the “target” virus DNA. They 

also are enabled to cut up the single-stranded DNA tagged with fluorescent 
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molecule.

This then causes the fluorescent molecules to glow, which can be detected. 

Also, the strength of the glow depends on the number of activated Cas-

12a molecules, which in turn depends on the number of virus DNA copies 

recognised in the tumour DNA. This therefore gives a measure of the number 

of viruses in the tumour.

“We tested the amount of MCV DNA that can be detected by our system. 

And we find that if MCV is present at even femto-moles (10 to the power of 

minus fifteen moles) we can detect MCV DNA [and thereby diagnose],” says 

Dr Arora.

“Our future plans include developing this as a diagnostic test and hopefully 

in a colourimetric format,” she says. A colourimetric test would use an 

indicator that is visible to the naked eye, hence, it will eliminate the need for 

a fluorescence reader to see the test results.

“This way, we won’t need any special equipment or training to perform the 

test and the test will be easy to use in clinics,” she adds.

Shanghai lab that first sequenced coronavirus genome shut 
down
A Shanghai-based lab — Shanghai Public Health Clinical Center & School 

of Public Health — at Fudan University which was the first to sequence the 

whole genome of the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) and publicly share 

the data on January 11 was shut down on January 12 for “rectification”.

“The centre was not given any specific reasons why the laboratory was closed 

for rectification. [We have submitted] four reports [asking for permission] to 

reopen but we have not received any replies,” a source with the Shanghai 

lab told the South China Morning Post.

It was not clear whether the closure was related to the publishing of the 
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sequencing data before the authorities, adds the newspaper.

Isolating the virus

In the first week of January, Yong-Zhen Zhang’s team from the Shanghai 

lab in collaboration with handful of institutions isolated the virus from a 

41-year-old worker in the seafood market in Wuhan. He was admitted to 

Wuhan Central Hospital on 26 December 2019 while experiencing a severe 

respiratory syndrome that included fever, dizziness and a cough.

The genome sequence was posted on an open-access site, virological.org on 

January 11 and also deposited on GenBank. In a brief note accompanying 

the genome sequence data, the consortium said that other researchers were 

“free to download, share, use, and analyse the data”.

First test kits

It was based on this genome sequence data that researchers developed the 

first test kits to diagnose the virus. On February 3, the collaboration led by 

Prof. Zhang’s published the findings in a paper in Nature.

According to the newspaper, China’s National Health Commission announced 

hours after the release by Prof. Zhang’s team that it would share the genome 

sequence with WHO.

According to the South China Morning Post, the Shanghai centre reported its 

discovery to the National Health Commission on January 5. The Centre also 

recommended “relevant prevention and control measures” be taken since 

the patient from whom the sample was collected had suffered very severe 

symptoms and the virus resembled the ones previously seen in bats.

The newspaper says that the researchers publicly shared the genome data 

on January 11 after they realised that the “authorities had taken no obvious 

action to warn the public about the coronavirus”.

Lack of transparency

Scientists and others worried about China’s lack of transparency after the 

outbreak started in December 8 were relieved when the genome data was 
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shared. On January 11, Director of Wellcome Trust Jeremy Farrar tweeted 

saying: “Potentially really important moment in global public health - must be 

celebrated, everyone involved in Wuhan, in China & beyond acknowledged, 

thanked & get all the credit. Sharing of data good for public health, great for 

those who did the work. Just needs those incentives & trust.”

Astronomers detect biggest explosion since Big Bang
Astronomers have discovered the biggest explosion seen since the begining 

of the universe, originating from a super-massive black hole.

The blast, they said, is the biggest explosion seen since the Big Bang — the 

cosmologial model to describe a rapid expansion of matter and energy that 

created the observable universe. The explosion reportedly released five times 

more energy than the previous record holder.

The blast occurred at the center of the Ophiuchus cluster of galaxies, some 

390 million light years away. The cluster is a conglomeration of thousands of 

galaxies, hot gas and dark matter bound together by gravity.

“We’ve seen outbursts in the centers of galaxies before but this one is really, 

really massive, ” said Melanie Johnston-Holitt, a professor at the International 

Center for Radio Astronomy Research (ICRAR). “And we don’t know why it’s 

so big.”

Astronomers used NASA’s Chandra X-Ray Observatory to make the discovery, 

as well as a European space observatory and ground telescopes. Scientists 

picked up the first sign of the explosion in 2016.

Chandra images of the cluster revealed an unusual curved edge, but scientists 

ruled out a possible eruption given the amount of energy that would have 

been needed to create such a large cavity of gas. The curviture was later 

confirmed to be a cavity.

According to ICRAR, the lead author of the study, Dr Simona Giacintucci from 
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the Naval Research Laboratory in the United States, compared the blast to 

the 1980 eruption of Mount St. Helens, which tore the top off the mountain.

“The difference is that you can fit 15 Milky Way galaxies in a row into the 

crater this eruption punched into the cluster’s hot gas,” she said.

The blast is believed to be over by now, and, according to the research team, 

more observations are needed in other wavelengths to better understand 

what occurred.

We made this discovery with Phase 1 of the MWA, when the telescope had 

2048 antennas pointed towards the sky,” said Johnston-Hollitt. “We’re soon 

going to be gathering observations with 4096 antennas, which should be 10 

times more sensitive. I think that’s pretty exciting.”

India is host to 457 migratory fauna, shows latest CMS list
With new additions to the wildlife list put out by the Convention on the 

Conservation of Migratory Species (CMS), scientists say that the total number 

of migratory fauna from India comes to 457 species. Birds comprise 83% 

(380 species) of this figure.

The Zoological Survey of India (ZSI) had for the first time compiled the list of 

migratory species of India under the CMS before the Conference of Parties 

(COP 13) held in Gujarat recently. It had put the number at 451. Six species 

were added later. They are the Asian elephant, great Indian bustard, Bengal 

florican, oceanic white-tip shark, urial and smooth hammerhead shark.

India’s role

“We had compiled a list of the 451 species of migratory animals found in 

India. With the addition of new species to the CMS Appendices, the number 

is now 457,” said Kailash Chandra, ZSI director.

Globally, more than 650 species are listed under the CMS appendices and 

India, with over 450 species, plays a very important role in their conservation, 
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Mr. Chandra said.

Gopinathan Maheshwaran, who heads the avian section of the ZSI, said that 

birds make up the bulk of migratory species. Before COP 13, the number of 

migratory bird species stood at 378 and now it has reached 380.

According to Mr. Maheshwaran, the bird family Muscicapidae has the highest 

number of migratory species. “The next highest group of migratory birds is 

raptors or birds of prey, such as eagles, owls, vultures and kites which are 

from the family Accipitridae,” he added.

Mr. Maheshwaran said that the country has three flyways (flight paths used 

by birds): the Central Asian flyway, East Asian flyway and East Asian–

Australasian flyway. Another group of birds that migrate in large numbers are 

waders or shore birds. In India, their migratory species number 41, followed 

by ducks (38) belonging to the family Anatidae.

The estimate of 44 migratory mammal species in India has risen to 46 after 

COP 13, said Lalit Sharma, who heads the wildlife section of the ZSI. The 

Asian elephant was added to Appendix I and the urial to Appendix II.

“The largest group of mammals is definitely bats belonging to the family 

Vespertilionidae. Dolphins are the second highest group of mammals with 

nine migratory species of dolphins listed,” he added.

Mr. Sharma pointed out that COP 13 has focussed on transboundary species 

and corridor conservation.

Fish make up another important group of migratory species. Before COP 13, 

the ZSI had compiled 22 species, including 12 sharks and 10 ray fish. The 

oceanic white-tip shark and smooth hammerhead shark were then added, 

said K.K. Bineesh, a ZSI scientist. The total number of migratory fish species 

from India under CMS now stands at 24.

Seven reptiles, which include five species of turtles and the Indian gharial 

and salt water crocodile, are among the CMS species found in India. There 

was no addition to the reptiles list.
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Water crisis looms large in Himalayan regions, study finds
Eight towns in the Himalayan region of Bangladesh, Nepal, India and Pakistan 

were nearly 20%-70% deficient in their water supply, says a survey that 

appears in the latest edition of the journal Water Policy .

The researchers surveyed 13 towns across these countries to understand the 

challenges of the urban denizens of these regions. Unplanned urbanisation 

and climate change are the key factors responsible for the state of affairs, the 

study underlines.

Short-term strategies

The places surveyed are extremely dependent on springs (ranging between 

50% and 100%) for their water, and three-fourths were in urban areas. Under 

current trends, the demand-supply gap may double by 2050, the researchers 

warn.

“Communities were coping through short-term strategies such as groundwater 

extraction, which is proving to be unsustainable. A holistic water management 

approach that includes springshed management and planned adaptation is 

therefore paramount,” Dr. Anjal Prakash of the Indian School of Business, 

Hyderabad, India, said in a statement.

“Across the region, the encroachment and degradation of natural waterbodies 

(springs, ponds, lakes, canals, and rivers) and the growing disappearance of 

traditional water systems (stone spouts, wells, and local water tanks) are 

evident,” an accompanying press note underlines.

Although only 3% of the total Hindu Kush Himalayan population lives in 

larger cities and 8% in smaller towns, projections show that over 50% of the 

population will be living in cities by 2050, placing “tremendous stress” on 

water availability.

Rural areas have typically garnered much of the attention in terms of 

development and issues surrounding urban environments have been 

“sidelined”, the authors note.
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NASA images show nitrogen dioxide levels fall over China 
after coronavirus outbreak
With China reeling under the coronavirus outbreak (COVID-19), satellite 

images released by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 

(NASA) and the European Space Agency’s (ESA) revealed that airborne 

nitrogen dioxide (NO2) levels have significantly decreased over the country, 

reflecting the slowdown in economic activity and curbs on movement.

 , NASA released the images and said that there is evidence that the change 

is “at least partly related to the economic slowdown following the outbreak 

of coronavirus”.

The data was collected by the Tropospheric Monitoring Instrument (TROPOMI) 

on ESA’s Sentinel-5 satellite. The Ozone Monitoring Instrument (OMI) on 

NASA’s Aura satellite has also been making similar measurements.

The map shows the decreased levels of Nitrogen Dioxide (NO2) over China. 

(NASA)

With China reeling under the coronavirus outbreak (COVID-19), satellite 

images released by the National Aeronautics and Space Administration 

(NASA) and the European Space Agency’s (ESA) revealed that airborne 

nitrogen dioxide (NO2) levels have significantly decreased over the country, 

reflecting the slowdown in economic activity and curbs on movement.
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 , NASA released the images and said that there is evidence that the change 

is “at least partly related to the economic slowdown following the outbreak 

of coronavirus”.

The data was collected by the Tropospheric Monitoring Instrument (TROPOMI) 

on ESA’s Sentinel-5 satellite. The Ozone Monitoring Instrument (OMI) on 

NASA’s Aura satellite has also been making similar measurements.

A map released by the space agency shows concentrations of NO2 which 

is emitted by motor vehicles, power plants, and industrial facilities. The 

data shows the levels of NO2 over China from January 1-20, 2020, before 

the country started quarantining people, and February 10-25, during the 

quarantine period.

“This is the first time I have seen such a dramatic drop-off over such a wide 

area for a specific event,” said Fei Liu, an air quality researcher at NASA’s 

Goddard Space Flight Center.

“This year, the reduction rate is more significant than in past years and it has 

lasted longer. I am not surprised because many cities nationwide have taken 

measures to minimize spread of the virus,” she added.

She added that there had been this level of drop in NO2 over several countries 

during the economic recession that began in 2008, but it was gradual.

“There is always this general slowdown around this time of the year,” said 

Barry Lefer, an air quality scientist at NASA.

“Our long-term OMI data allows us to see if these amounts are abnormal and 

why,” he added.

While researchers believe that the Lunar New Year may have played a role 

in the entire drop off, they also believe that the decrease is more than a 

holiday effect or a weather-related phenomenon. Authorities in China had 

also shut down transportation system connecting to Wuhan, the epicentre 

of the outbreak, and local business to restrict the infection from spreading 

further.
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In its press release, NASA wrote, “In a preliminary analysis, NASA researchers 

compared NO2 values detected by OMI in 2020 with the average amounts 

detected at this time of year from 2005-2019. In 2020, NO2 values in eastern 

and central China were significantly lower (from 10 to 30 percent lower) than 

what is normally observed for this time period”.

‘Mini Neptune’, twice the size of Earth, could possibly support 
life
In a recent development, astronomers have found a potentially habitable 

exoplanet, which is more than twice the size of Earth. The planet, named K2-

18b, is located 124 light-years away from Earth and measures 2.6 times the 

radius and 8.6 times the mass of our planet. It orbits its star within the habitable 

zone where temperatures could allow liquid water to exist.

The K2-18b had been in the news last year as well when two different 

teams reported the detection of water vapour in the planet’s hydrogen-rich 

atmosphere. However, the extent of the atmosphere and the conditions of 

the interior underneath remained unknown at that time. Now, a team from the 

University of Cambridge used the mass, radius, and atmospheric data of the 

exoplanet to determine that it’s possible for the K2-18b to host liquid water at 

habitable conditions beneath its hydrogen-rich atmosphere. The results are 

reported in The Astrophysical Journal Letters.

Why the discovery is crucial

Because of its size, the K2-18b looks more like a smaller version of Neptune 

than a larger version of Earth. This study opens the search for habitable 

conditions to exoplanets that are significantly larger than Earth, beyond 

Earth-like exoplanets. The atmospheric constraints obtained in this study 

can be refined using future observations with large facilities such as the 

upcoming James Webb Space Telescope.
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K2-18b could support life

“Water vapour has been detected in the atmospheres of a number of 

exoplanets but, even if the planet is in the habitable zone, that doesn’t 

necessarily mean there are habitable conditions on the surface,” said Dr 

Nikku Madhusudhan from Cambridge’s Institute of Astronomy, who led the 

new research. “To establish the prospects for habitability, it is important to 

obtain a unified understanding of the interior and atmospheric conditions 

on the planet – in particular, whether liquid water can exist beneath the 

atmosphere.”

The K2-18b was expected to have a hydrogen ‘envelope’ surrounding a 

layer of “high-pressure water”, with an inner core of rock and iron. If the 

hydrogen envelope is too thick, the temperature and pressure at the surface 

of the water layer beneath would be far too great to support life. However, 

Madhusudhan and his team have shown that despite the size of K2-18b, 

its hydrogen envelope is not necessarily too thick and the water layer could 

have the right conditions to support life.

How they came to the conclusion

They used the existing observations of the atmosphere, mass, and radius 

of the exoplanet to determine its composition and structure. They confirmed 

the atmosphere to be hydrogen-rich with a significant amount of water 

vapour as well as confirmed the levels of other chemicals such as methane 

and ammonia. The team then used the atmospheric properties as boundary 

conditions for models of the planetary interior to obtain the range of possible 

interior conditions including the extent of the hydrogen envelope and the 

temperatures and pressures in the water layer.

 “We wanted to know the thickness of the hydrogen envelope – how deep 

the hydrogen goes,” said co-author Matthew Nixon, a PhD student at the 

Institute of Astronomy. “While this is a question with multiple solutions, we’ve 

shown that you don’t need much hydrogen to explain all the observations 
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together.”

Madhusudan and his team found that the maximum extent of the hydrogen 

envelope on the exoplanet is around 6 per cent of its mass, though most of 

the solutions require much less. “The minimum amount of hydrogen is about 

one-millionth by mass, similar to the mass fraction of the Earth’s atmosphere. 

In particular, a number of scenarios allow for an ocean world, with liquid 

water below the atmosphere at pressures and temperatures similar to those 

found in Earth’s oceans,” researchers said.

We are in uncharted territory, says WHO
The world has entered uncharted territory in its battle against the deadly 

coronavirus, the UN health agency warned, as new infections dropped 

dramatically in China   but surged elsewhere.

Globally, the virus has killed more than 3,155 people and infected over 92,723 

in 78 countries and territories. A clear shift in the crisis emerges, with nine 

times as many new cases recorded outside China as inside, according to the 

World Health Organization.

“We are in uncharted territory,” WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 

said. “We have never before seen a respiratory pathogen that is capable 

of community transmission, but which can also be contained with the right 

measures.”

China has imposed draconian quarantines and travel restrictions to people 

indoors — a strategy that appears to have paid off as new cases have been 

generally falling for days.

‘Safety gears’ supply hit’

“We are concerned that countries’ abilities to respond are being compromised 

by the severe and increasing disruption to the global supply of personal 

protective equipment... caused by rising demand, hoarding and misuse,” Mr. 
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Ghebreyesus said, warning that “supplies are rapidly depleting.”

Italy   put the death toll at 79, with more than 2,500 people infected — the 

most of any country in Europe. While Italy has locked down towns, other 

countries have stopped short of imposing mass quarantines and instead 

have discouraged large gatherings, delayed sporting events and banned 

arrivals from virus-hit nations.

With concern growing about the impact on the global economy, G7 Finance 

Ministers and central bank chiefs will hold talks  .

South Korea, the biggest cluster outside China, reported 851 new cases, its 

biggest daily increase, sending its total past 5,000 while its death toll rose to 

28. “The entire country has entered a war with the infectious disease,” South 

Korean President Moon Jae-in said.

By contrast, China reported 125 new cases — its lowest daily increase in six 

weeks — with all but 11 infections in Hubei province. The nationwide death 

toll rose to 2,943 with 31 more deaths, with 80,000 total cases.

China has even confirmed 13 imported infections, including eight Chinese 

nationals who worked at a restaurant in Italy’s Lombardy.

NASA picks SpaceX to launch Psyche mission– a ‘journey to 
metal world’
NASA and SpaceX are coming together for a space mission that involves 

a journey to a unique metal-rich asteroid called Psyche, which is orbiting 

the Sun between Mars and Jupiter. The space agency has contacted Elon 

Musk’s aerospace manufacturing company to provide launch services for the 

Psyche mission.

The Psyche mission is targeted to launch in July 2022 on a Falcon Heavy 

rocket from Launch Complex 39A at Cape Canaveral Air Force Station in 

Florida, NASA said in a statement. The US space agency also said that the 
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total cost to launch Psyche and the secondary payloads is approximately $117 

million, which includes the launch service and other mission-related costs.

Psyche asteroid mission

The Psyche asteroid is considered unique because it appears to largely be 

made of the exposed nickel-iron core of an early planet. Metallic cores are 

believed to be present deep within rocky, terrestrial planets like our Earth. 

However, since these lie unreachable far below the planet’s rocky mantles 

and crusts, we are unable to reach there.

So, while we cannot see or measure Earth’s core directly, the mission to 

Psyche asteroid offers a unique window to scientists. It may even reveal the 

violent history of collisions and accretion that created terrestrial planets in the 

first place.

NASA said that the launch of Psyche will include two secondary payloads– 

Escape and Plasma Acceleration and Dynamics Explorers (EscaPADE) 

and Janus. While EscaPADE will study the Martian atmosphere, the Janus 

will study binary asteroids. The mission is led by Arizona State University 

and NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory will be responsible for the mission’s 

overall management, system engineering, integration, testing and mission 

operations.

Maxar Technologies is providing a high-power solar electric propulsion 

spacecraft chassis and NASA’s Launch Services Program at Kennedy Space 

Center in Florida will manage the SpaceX launch service, the US space 

agency said.

Chandrayaan-3 to be launched in first half of 2021: Govt
India’s third moon mission—Chandrayaan 3—will be launched in the first half 

of 2021, Union Minister Jitendra Singh said.

“The tentative launch schedule for Chandrayaan–III is the first half of 2021. 
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Chandrayaan–III mission has been configured based on the lessons learned 

from Chadrayaan – II,” Union Minister Jitendra Singh said in a written response 

to a question in Lok Sabha.

ISRO is currently working on the Chandrayaan-3 project simultaneously with 

India’s first manned lunar mission–Gaganyaan. (ISRO)

India’s third moon mission—Chandrayaan 3—will be launched in the first half 

of 2021, Union Minister Jitendra Singh said.

“The tentative launch schedule for Chandrayaan–III is the first half of 2021. 

Chandrayaan–III mission has been configured based on the lessons learned 

from Chadrayaan – II,” Union Minister Jitendra Singh said in a written response 

to a question in Lok Sabha.

ISRO is currently working on the Chandrayaan-3 project simultaneously with 

India’s first manned lunar mission—Gaganyaan.

Meet Vyommitra: ISRO’s half-humanoid will go to space before 
astronauts
In his reply, Singh said that the revised configuration in Chandrayaan-3 

takes care of the robustness in design, capacity enhancement for mission 

flexibility and at the same time retained the heritage of Chandrayaan-II to the 

extent possible, news agency PTI reported. Earlier this year in January, ISRO 
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chairman K Sivan had told the press that the new mission will have a lander, 

rover, and a propulsion module.

India’s ambitious project that aimed to land a spacecraft on the moon remained 

unfulfilled as the Vikram lander onboard the Chandrayaan-2 mission, 

launched in July last year, failed to make a soft-landing on Moon. Just a 

few hundred metres from the lunar surface, the spacecraft had developed 

problems in the last stages of its descent and was unable to reduce its speed 

at the required rate. It had crash-landed on the moon’s surface. The Indian 

space agency had then resolved to launch the project again.

However, the Orbiter module of Chandrayaan-2, which is meant to orbit the 

moon and collect observational data over the next seven years, has been 

functioning normally.

‘Gaganyaan project has commenced’

Elaborating on the progress made on the Gaganyaan project, Singh said 

hardware realisation has commenced for ground tests. He also said that the 

flight training of four astronaut candidates has also commenced in Russia.

“Four biological and two physical science experiments related to microgravity 

from academic institutions are short-listed…,” Singh said.

National collaboration for design, development and delivery of human-

centric products such as crew medical kit, crew health monitoring system, 

emergency survival kit, dosimeters, earmuffs and fire suppression system 

has also started, Singh added.

A three-week training programme for flight surgeon was also completed at 

ISRO with participation of CNES, the space agency of France, the minister 

told.

NASA’s Curiosity rover captures most clear panorama of 
Mars: What’s more?
 “Did Mars ever have the right environmental conditions to support small life 
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forms called microbes?” NASA’s Curiosity rover set out to find the answer to 

this very question when it landed on the Martian surface on August 5, 2012. 

The rover travelled 21.92 kilometres and snapped a total of 654,661 pictures 

of the red planet with the latest addition of a panorama composed of more 

than 1,000 images.

Curiosity’s highest-resolution panorama

NASA’s Curiosity rover just released its highest-resolution panorama of the 

Mars that has a file size of 2.43 GB. The pictures of the 360-degree panorama 

were taken between November 24 and December 1, 2019. The rover’s Mast 

Camera (or Mastcam) used its telephoto lens to produce the panorama 

whereas the Curiosity relied on its medium-angle lens to produce a lower-

resolution panorama that includes its deck and robotic arm. The composite 

picture contains 1.8 billion pixels of the Martian landscape.

Both panoramas showcase “Glen Torridon,” a region on the side of Mount 

Sharp that Curiosity is exploring, NASA said. When the mission team was out 

for the Thanksgiving, the rover had a rare chance to image its surroundings 

from the same vantage point several days in a row, the agency added. It 

required more than six-and-a-half hours over the four days to capture the 

individual shots.

“While many on our team were at home enjoying turkey, Curiosity produced 

this feast for the eyes,” said Ashwin Vasavada, Curiosity’s project scientist at 

NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory, which leads the Curiosity rover mission. 

“This is the first time during the mission we’ve dedicated our operations to a 

stereo 360-degree panorama.”

Curiosity’s another high-res panorama

This is not the first time Curiosity captured a high-res panorama of the 

Martian surface. Back in 2013, the rover produced 1.3-billion-pixel panorama 

image using both Mastcam cameras as well as Navigation Cameras. Imaging 

specialists assembled the panorama by creating mosaics composed of 
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individual pictures.

NASA regularly posts pictures of the Martian surface taken by the Curiosity 

rover. Last year in February, NASA released a 360-degree video of the Vera 

Rubin Ridge as it left the site to explore the clay-bearing unit.

Curiosity’s journey

The Curiosity landed in the supersized Gale Crater on Mars and has been 

roaming inside it doing experiments. It found that the crater contained a lake 

billions of years ago and an environment that could have supported microbial 

life. Last year in October, NASA shared a selfie taken by the Curiosity on the 

red planet as well as the picture of an ancient oasis on Mars. The Curiosity 

also found new pieces of evidence suggesting that salty, shallow ponds once 

dotted a Martian crater– a sign of the planet’s drying climate.

Before that, Curiosity found odd rocks halfway into a region called the “clay-

bearing unit”. It also revealed that the methane levels have sharply decreased 

on Mars continuing the methane mystery of the red planet. Curiosity had also 

captured two solar eclipses on Mars. When the Curiosity completed seven 

years on Mars, we published a story on what it has learnt. You can read it 

here.

Mars 2020 to join Curiosity

As of now, Curiosity is NASA’s only active Mars rover. However, it will soon 

be changed this year as the Mars 2020 rover is preparing to head over to the 

red planet. Both the rovers look like twins, but while the new rover borrows its 

design from the Curiosity, they are completely different. While the Curiosity is 

exploring the Gale Crater, the Mars 2020 will explore the Jezoro Crater– the 

site of an ancient delta. NASA recently announced that its Mars 2020 rover 

will be officially called– Perseverance.
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NASA’s Mars rover 2020 now has a name: Perseverance
NASA’s Mars rover for the 2020 mission finally has an official name: 

Perseverance. Alexander Mather, a seventh-standard student, submitted the 

winning entry to NASA’s “Name the Rover” essay contest. A total of 28,000 

entries were received from students across the United States as part of the 

contest.

“This Mars rover will help pave the way for human presence there and I 

wanted to try and help in any way I could. Refusal of the challenge was not 

an option,” said Mather.

“Alex’s entry captured the spirit of exploration. Like every exploration mission 

before, our rover is going to face challenges, and it’s going to make amazing 

discoveries. Alex and his classmates are the Artemis Generation, and they’re 

going to be taking the next steps into space that lead to Mars. That inspiring 

work will always require perseverance. We can’t wait to see that nameplate 

on Mars,” Thomas Zurbuchen, associate administrator of the Science Mission 

Directorate, said as he announced the name.

NASA’s last rover sent to Mars was Curiosity, back in 2012. Other Mars rovers 

have also been named by school children, which includes Sojourner in 1997 

and Spirit and Opportunity rovers (landed in 2004).

There were nearly 4,700 volunteer judges as part of the naming contest, 

who helped bring the pool down to 155 semifinalists. One there were nine 

finalists, NASA had the public vote in on their favourite name. According to 

the agency, more than 770,000 votes were polled online.

The nine finalists also talked with a panel of experts, including Lori Glaze, 

director of NASA’s Planetary Science Division; NASA astronaut Jessica 

Watkins; rover driver Nick Wiltsie at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) 

in Pasadena, California; and Clara Ma, who, as a sixth grade student in 

2009, named Curiosity.

As a winner, Mather will also be invited to Cape Canaveral Air Force Station 
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in Florida to witness the launch of the rover in summer.

Further as a reward for all the semifinalists, their rover names and essays 

have been stenciled onto a silicon chip with lines of text smaller than one-

thousandth the width of a human hair and will be flown to Mars aboard the 

rover, announced NASA.

NASA Perseverance rover: Key facts

The rover has is a robotic scientist and weighs just under 1,043 kilograms. 

The Perseverance rover will be managed by NASA’s Jet Propulsion Labs 

(JPL) and will hunt for signs of past microbial life on Mars.

Perseverance will also characterise the planet’s climate and geology, and 

collect samples of Martian rocks and dust. NASA has plans for a future 

mission which could bring these samples back to Earth.

The rover is currently is undergoing final assembly and checkout at NASA’s 

Kennedy Space Center in Florida.  The rover is targeted to land on Mars’ 

Jezero Crater a little February 18, 2021.

The Mars 2020 is part of a larger program that includes missions to the Moon 

as a way to prepare for human exploration of the planet. NASA plans to put 

the next man and first woman on the moon by 2024 and wants a sustained 

human presence on the Moon by 2028 with its Artemis program.

The Sun brings out a fresh batch of sunspots
Sun spots are relatively cooler spots on the Sun’s surface. Their number 

waxes and wanes in cycles that last 11 years approximately. We are currently 

at the minimum of one such cycle. Amidst claims that the Sun would “go 

silent” and not give out sunspots for an extended period, a group from IISER 

Kolkata has shown that the next sunspot cycle has begun and the Sun 

has indeed spoken. Their results were published in Research Notes of the 

American Astronomical Society.
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From our safe distance of about 148 million km, the Sun appears to be sedate 

and constant. However, huge solar flares and coronal mass ejections spew 

material from its surface into outer space. They originate from sunspots, 

an important phenomenon that people have been following for hundreds of 

years.

Sunspots occur in pairs, with a leader and a follower. They originate deep 

within the Sun and become visible when they pop out. Their number is not 

constant but shows a minimum and then rises up to a maximum and then falls 

again in what is called the solar cycle. So far, astronomers have documented 

24 such cycles, the last one ended in 2019.

Start of cycle 25

Following a weakening trend in activity over the last few cycles, there were 

predictions that the Sun would go silent into a grand minimum in activity, 

with the disappearance of cycles. However, a team from IISER Kolkata has 

shown that there are signs that cycle 25 has just begun. They used the 

data from the instrument Helioseismic and Magnetic Imager aboard NASA’s 

space-based Solar Dynamics Observatory for their calculations.

“There has been a lot of controversy about solar cycle 25 stemming from 

observations of a weakening trend in solar activity over the past three sunspot 

cycles. This has led to speculation that the solar cycle is about to die and we 

are going to enter a grand minimum in solar activity lasting many decades. 

Some groups have claimed that this would give rise to a mini ice age and 

cooling of global climate,” says Dibyendu Nandi of IISER Kolkata who led the 

effort. “Our findings indicate that sunspot cycle 25 fields have already started 

appearing, implying that we are going to have a solar cycle. Speculation and 

predictions of a grand minimum are unfounded.”

Maunder minimum

Why is this so important to us on earth? After all the sunspots look small 
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and are hardly even visible to us. Contrary to this, sunspot activity may be 

correlated with climate on earth. In the period between 1645 and 1715, sun 

spot activity had come to a halt on the Sun – a phenomenon referred to as the 

Maunder minimum. This coincided with extremely cold weather globally. So 

sunspots may have a relevance to climate on earth. Such links are tenuous, 

but definitely solar activity affects space weather, which can have an impact 

on space-based satellites, GPS, power grids and so on.

Solar dynamo

Given the high temperatures in the Sun, matter exists there in the form of 

plasma, where the electrons are stripped away from the nuclei. The Sun is 

made of hot ionised plasma whose motions generate magnetic fields in the 

solar interior by harnessing the energy of the plasma flows. This mechanism 

is known as the solar dynamo mechanism (or magnetohydrodynamic dynamo 

mechanism). “Simply stated, it is a process by which kinetic energy of plasma 

motions is converted to magnetic energy, which generates the magnetised 

sunspots, giving rise to the solar cycle,” explains Prof. Nandi.

Because of the nature of the solar dynamo, the part of its magnetic field that 

gives rise to sunspots reverses direction when it moves from one solar cycle 

to another. This can be inferred by observing when the relative orientations 

of the sunspot pairs flip. Studying 74 such pairs of magnetic regions, the 

researchers find that in 41 the orientation corresponds to cycle 24, and in 33 

the orientation corresponds to cycle 25. Thus they conclude that the Sunspot 

cycle 25 is brewing within the solar interior.

“Small magnetic regions and a few full grown sunspots with the magnetic 

polarity orientation that is expected of sunspot cycle 25 have already started 

appearing on the solar surface. This means that we have either already seen 

the start of sunspot cycle 25 or it is just about to start,” says Prof. Nandi.
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Finally, India shares two SARS-CoV-2 genome sequences
India has finally shared two whole genome sequence data of the novel 

coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) with the Global Initiative on Sharing All Influenza 

Data (GISAID).

The two sequences were shared by the Pune-based National Institute of 

Virology. This news comes after The Hindu reported on March 4 that India 

has not shared any genome sequence data with the GISAID.

“We shared the two sequences with GISAID on March 5 evening,” said Priya 

Abraham, Director of NIV. “We had shared the sequences with GenBank 

[a public database] about two weeks ago.” However, the GenBank website 

mentions that whole genome sequences of two oronasopharynx (mouth, nose, 

throat) samples collected on January 27 and January 31 from two COVID-19 

patients in Kerala were deposited in GenBank only on March 6.

The accession number of the two sequences is MT012098 (collected on 

January 27) and MT050493 (collected on January 31).

The two sequences were shared by Varsha Potdar and others from NIV. 

Dr. Potdar heads the Influenza Group and her “major interest is molecular 

epidemiology of influenza and other respiratory viruses”.

In a tweet on March 6 evening, Newstrain said it has “updated” the database 

with “two SARS-CoV-2 sequences from Kerala sampled at the end of January”. 

It added: “These sequences do not link very closely to other sequences in the 

tree.”

First cases

The three adults in Kerala who were found to be infected with the novel virus 

had returned from Wuhan. The first COVID-19 patient in India, a medical 

student who had returned from Wuhan, was laboratory confirmed by NIV on 

January 30. Two more adults from Kerala were laboratory confirmed by NIV 

within a couple of days.

Different from others
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At this point, it is not clear why the sequences appear to differ from the rest 

in the phylogenetic tree. A virologist who did not want to be named said that 

it could possibly be due to sequencing errors.

“NIV should rule out sequencing errors or contact Chinese CDC to find out if 

these sequences are linked to other sequences in Wuhan and not deposited 

in GISAID,” says Shahid Jameel, CEO of the Wellcome Trust/DBT India 

Alliance.

Referring to the Indian genome sequences not closely linked to other 

sequences in the tree, Dr Chitra Pattabiraman from the National Institute of 

Mental Health and Neurosciences (NIMHANS), Bengaluru says: “There are 

at least two possibilities — sequences could reflect the variations of the virus 

in China or they could be errors in sequencing, which can be corrected over 

time. The former is more likely and this can be resolved by adding more 

sequences.”

Why study genomes

Studying viral genome sequences immensely helps in epidemiological 

investigations. “Sequencing the genome of novel coronavirus will help 

us to know where the virus came from and how the virus has spread. For 

instance, by sequencing the genome of the virus isolated from an Indian 

patient, it will become possible to know if the virus had come from China 

or any other country,” Gautam Menon, professor of physics and biology at 

Ashoka University, Sonepat, Haryana, and the Chennai-based Institute of 

Mathematical Sciences had earlier told The Hindu.

So far, 26 countries, including India, have shared 178 SARS-CoV-2 genome 

sequences with the GISAID. At 70, China has shared the highest number of 

sequences.

The other countries that have shared higher number of sequences are the 

U.S. (22), Australia and Japan (10 each), and Singapore and South Korea 
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(eight each). Nepal, Vietnam and Cambodia have also shared one sequence 

each.

How wounded plants heal, survive
It’s hard life being a plant! From pathogens and herbivores to unfavourable 

weather, they are constantly injured or wounded and their sessile lifestyle only 

adds to the trouble. Despite all this, they heal and survive. How did they evolve 

such a great repair mechanism? What are the molecules and proteins aiding 

it? These were some of the questions an international team of researchers 

set out to answer and have now found some interesting mechanisms.

Ability to repair

A paper recently published in Development shows that a protein named 

PLETHORA (PLT), which encodes stem cell promoting factors, helps in the 

regeneration of the vascular system at the site of injury. This protein binds to 

and activates the expression of another gene (CUC2). These two together 

increases the production of a plant growth hormone called auxin at the wound 

site. The combination of these proteins and hormones gives the plant the 

ability to repair wounds.

The corresponding author of the paper Kalika Prasad explains that the work 

spanned nearly a decade to create the right set of injuries mimicking those 

that plants encounter throughout their life and then hunt for the plant proteins 

that help in this essential quick fix. He is from the School of Biology at the 

Indian Institute of Science Education and Research at Thiruvananthapuram 

(IISER-Tvm).

“Though it was known that plants communicate within their different parts and 

with other plants during injury, not much was known about how they handle 

the injury. Though we carried out the initial studies on the roadside mustard 

plant, we noticed similar results when tested the using rice PLT protein too,” 
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he adds.

Regenerating veins

It was seen that the injury healed not just at the surface but the veins 

regenerated too. “There was proliferation of the epithelial cells to seal the 

wounds and also functional restoration of tissue cells. The vein regeneration 

is very essential as transport of food, hormone, water, happens through it 

and any disruption may further hinder the plant growth,” explains Dhanya 

Radhakrishnan, PhD scholar and first author of the paper from IISER-Tvm.

Another interesting find was that these two proteins did not play any role in 

the general development of vascular system but stepped into action only 

during its injury.

“We were able to set up a mathematical model that gave us guidance that 

as the size of the wound changes the nature of the repair changes. The 

numerical simulations showed that after a particular size injury, the plant will 

be unable to regenerate or heal,” adds Anil Shaji from the Department of 

Physics at IISER-Tvm. He is one of the authors of the papers and has set out 

to uncover the physical processes like the flow of hormones that are involved 

in this healing process.

“We are now trying to find out all the different genes and pathways involved in 

the healing process and also the cellular reprogramming events. To decode if 

the day–night conditions affect this process would also be interesting,” adds 

Anju P.S., a research scholar and one of the first authors of the paper from 

the institute. The researchers hope that in the future these genes can be 

produced in surplus to create plants that can withstand insect attack and 

other injuries.
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Imposing travel restrictions alone has ‘modest’ effect on virus 
spread
Travel restrictions in areas that have been affected by novel coronavirus can 

only modestly reduce the spread of the outbreak, a new modelling study 

published in Science finds.

The spread of the virus can be reduced by cutting the transmission chain. 

This can be achieved through early detection and isolation of people found 

infected with the virus as well as by bringing about behavioural changes and 

raising awareness level in the community.

Even “sustained” restrictions on travel to and from mainland China by as 

much as 90% only can only “modestly affect the epidemic trajectory” unless 

combined with a 50% or higher cut in transmission in the community, the 

study found.

Shutting down Wuhan and imposing travel ban in the city on January 23 

delayed the epidemic from spreading to other parts of mainland China by just 

three to five days.

Even when travel restrictions are as high as 90%, the epidemic in mainland 

China is delayed for no more than two weeks if concomitant steps to reduce 

virus transmissibility are not taken, the authors found.

One of the reasons is that by January 23 when travel ban was introduced in 

Wuhan, the virus had already spread to other parts of mainland China.

Travel restrictions to China introduced by several countries, including the 

U.S., and a reduction or suspension of flight to China by 59 airline companies 

have not achieved extraordinary results in reducing the spread of the virus 

outside China, the study finds.

There was an initial 10-fold reduction in the number of imported cases when 

travel restrictions from China were introduced. But according to the model, 

by March 1, the number of imported cases per day shot up to 170 and 35 for 

40% and 90% travel restrictions, respectively.
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The number of cases outside mainland China will “resume its growth” after two-

three weeks from cases that had their origin elsewhere, the model suggests.

The reason: despite the travel restrictions to and from mainland China, a 

large number of people who were already infected by the virus have been 

travelling across national borders without being detected.

Of the several imported cases, a couple of cases could be “seeding multiple 

outbreaks” across the world, thus leading to an expansion of the epidemic. 

This was observed in the case of Iran, South Korea and Italy after mid-

February.

“The concurrent presence of both travel and transmissibility reductions, 

however, produce a much larger synergistic effect visible by both delaying 

the epidemic activity in Mainland China and the number of internationally 

imported cases,” the authors write.

“Moving forward we expect that travel restrictions to COVID-19 affected areas 

will have modest effects, and that transmission-reduction interventions will 

provide the greatest benefit to mitigate the epidemic,” they note.

Evidence of a ‘social network’ in early animals
Some of the first animals on the Earth were connected by networks of thread-

like filaments which may have been used for nutrition, communication or 

reproduction, the earliest evidence yet found of life being connected in this 

way, according to a study.

Scientists from the Universities of Cambridge and Oxford in the U.K. 

discovered the fossilised threads — some as long as four metres — connecting 

organisms known as rangeomorphs, which dominated the Earth’s oceans 

half-a-billion years ago. The study, published in Current Biology, found these 

filament networks in seven species across nearly 40 different fossil sites in 

Newfoundland, Canada.
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Successful life forms

Towards the end of the Ediacaran period, between 571 and 541 million years 

ago, the first diverse communities of large and complex organisms began to 

appear. Prior to this, almost all life on the Earth had been microscopic in size, 

the researchers said.

These were some of the most successful life forms during this period, growing 

up to two metres in height and colonising large areas of the sea floor, they 

said. The rangeomorphs may have been some of the first animals to exist, 

although their strange anatomies have puzzled palaeontologists for years.

These organisms do not appear to have had mouths, organs or means of 

moving, according to the researchers. One suggestion is that they absorbed 

nutrients from the water around them, they said.

Rooted rangeomorphs

Since rangeomorphs could not move and are preserved where they lived, it is 

possible to analyse whole populations from the fossil record. Earlier studies of 

rangeomorphs have looked at how these organisms managed to reproduce 

and be so successful in their time.

“These organisms seem to have been able to quickly colonise the sea floor, 

and we often see one dominant species on these fossil beds,” said Alex Liu 

from University of Cambridge’s Department of Earth Sciences. “How this 

happens ecologically has been a longstanding question —these filaments 

may explain how they were able to do that,” Liu said.

Coronavirus and climate change: A tale of two crises
Coronavirus has cut emissions faster than years of climate negotiations. 

Does the outbreak reveal what life might be like if we were to act seriously on 

climate change? Or what it might be like if we don’t?

China, the world’s biggest greenhouse gas polluter, has no plans to cut its 
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emissions anytime soon. Under its Paris Agreement pledges, Beijing has 

promised to hit peak emissions by 2030. So for the next decade, they’re only 

going to go up.

Yet suddenly, this colossal, coal-powered economy has slashed emissions 

by 25%, according to numbers crunched by Lauri Myllyvirta at the University 

of Helsinki’s Centre for Research on Energy and Clean Air. Not because of 

the climate crisis, but the COVID-19 public health emergency.

“For something like this to happen virtually overnight is very much 

unprecedented,” Myllyvirta told DW.

Wuhan, the 11 million-strong Hubei province city at the center of the coronavirus 

outbreak has been on lockdown since late January. With businesses and 

factories in the province shuttered, and hundreds of millions of people 

across the country rendered immobile by sweeping travel restrictions, the 

atmosphere above China in NASA satellite images appears virtually clean of 

nitrous oxide emissions.

Around the world, the aviation industry is predicting significant losses, British 

airline Flybe has collapsed, sporting events and international conferences 

have been cancelled, schools closed. Economists are warning of possible 

recession in Chinese trading partners Germany and Japan, while global 

growth is predicted to slow and oil demand has fallen faster than at any time 

since the 2008 financial crash.

All this looks like good news for the planet — at least in the short term. 

“Suppose you were a policymaker, and you were thinking about what you 

would do to lower emissions — you just got a pretty good instruction,” says 

Amy Jaffe, director of the Council on Foreign Relations’ Energy Security and 

Climate Change program.

Learning to localize

Jaffe says the virus is prompting us to change our habits in ways that could 

make a longer-term contribution to climate protection — working from home, 
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video conferencing, working shorter weeks or staggering office hours to 

reduce traffic.

Companies might also conclude that what’s good for the planet — localized 

production — is a sensible way to protect their supply chains from all kinds 

of risk, such as extreme weather events linked to climate change.

“They really need to go and think about all these events that could actually 

disrupt their supply chain and think about what they’re going to do to make it 

more resilient,” Jaffe told DW.

Still, the biggest share of emissions saved in China over recent weeks comes 

from the slowdown in manufacturing, and that’s something few politicians 

would advocate as official policy beyond an immediate crisis.

Smokestack rebound?

In China, Myllyvirta says the pressure to resume business as usual is so great 

there have been reports of local governments ordering workerless factories 

to run their machines just to use up power, with the expectation that their 

superiors will be looking at electricity consumption as a sign of recovery.

After the 2008 financial crash, “which also led to a dramatic drop-off in 

China’s emissions and marked improvement in air quality because export 

industries went into freefall,” Myllyvirta says the government launched a 

massive, construction-heavy stimulus program that saw emissions surge.

Such stories don’t bode well for the climate in a post-crisis scenario when 

the country is keen to get the economy back up and running.

Myllyvirta says state investment in “smokestack industries” geared to 

maintaining the country’s growth target could see rebound emissions more 

than cancel out savings over the last few weeks. He hopes China might instead 

opt for a path of slower, “high quality” growth, based on services, household 

consumption and investment in green technology and renewables.

Others argue that boosting consumption always comes at a cost to the planet, 

and the global obsession with expanding GDP makes little more sense than 
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running empty production plants just to get the numbers up.

A managed contraction

“The only time we see emissions significantly reduce is when countries — or 

the globe — goes into recession,” says Jon Erickson, an ecological economist 

at the University of Vermont’s Gund Institute who studies emerging infectious 

disease vectors in relation to climate change.

“These moments really point to how intimately greenhouse gas emissions are 

tied to economic growth,” Erickson told DW.

While recessions are good for the climate, they’re terrible for people — 

particularly those who already benefit least from our fossil-fuel economies. 

Among the hardest hit by China’s coronavirus response are low-waged 

migrant workers already living precarious lives.

Yet advocates of a managed contraction of economic activity to protect the 

climate say shocks like the current outbreak illustrate the stark choices before 

us.

“We never want to do things in crisis mode,” Erickson says. Instead, we have 

a “five to 10 year window” to “completely transform the economy so that the 

worst side of the contraction can be reduced, so that we can protect those 

who are most vulnerable.”

If that sounds ridiculously optimistic, recent weeks at least suggest that when 

a crisis is deemed urgent enough, the world can act big and fast.

“If we truly treat climate as an emergency, as we are treating this pandemic as 

an emergency, we have to have a similar level of international coordination,” 

Erickson says, starting with rapid scaling-back of fossil fuel investments.

A taste of future crises

Transmitting person-to-person and sending economic tremors across six 

continents, coronavirus has highlighted how closely interconnected our 

global community is. The ripple effect through supply chains also reveals our 

collective responsibility for emissions, as China’s factories supply businesses 
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and consumers in the West.

Neglecting that responsibility could mean crashes and crises far more painful 

than anything we’ve seen yet.

With a global death toll of over 3,000, COVID-19 still appears far less deadly 

than fossil fuels, which, according to a recent study that Myllyvirta co-authored 

for Greenpeace, are responsible for 4.5 million air pollution-related deaths 

each year, aside from climate impacts. But scientists warn that warmer, wetter 

conditions are increasing the probability of such outbreaks. No one knows 

how deadly the next one might be.

“This is an opportunity to talk about planned economic stabilization, and talk 

about planned degrowth,” Erickson says. “The economy will contract, it will hit 

limits, it will crash, it will collapse on its own. That’s going to hurt the most.”

UAHS develops new paddy variety
As part of its initiative to prevent decline in the area under paddy cultivation, 

the University of Agricultural and Horticultural Sciences(UAHS), Shivamogga, 

has developed ‘Sahyadri Megha’, a new red variety of paddy that is resistant 

to blast disease and rich in nutrients.

The new variety has been approved by the State-level Seed Sub-Committee 

and it will be available for farmers from the coming kharif season.

NASA’s Mars rover 2020 now has a name: Perseverance
NASA’s Mars rover for the 2020 mission finally has an official name: 

Perseverance. Alexander Mather, a seventh-standard student, submitted the 

winning entry to NASA’s “Name the Rover” essay contest. A total of 28,000 

entries were received from students across the United States as part of the 

contest.

“This Mars rover will help pave the way for human presence there and I 
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wanted to try and help in any way I could. Refusal of the challenge was not 

an option,” said Mather.

“Alex’s entry captured the spirit of exploration. Like every exploration mission 

before, our rover is going to face challenges, and it’s going to make amazing 

discoveries. Alex and his classmates are the Artemis Generation, and they’re 

going to be taking the next steps into space that lead to Mars. That inspiring 

work will always require perseverance. We can’t wait to see that nameplate 

on Mars,” Thomas Zurbuchen, associate administrator of the Science Mission 

Directorate, said as he announced the name.

NASA’s last rover sent to Mars was Curiosity, back in 2012. Other Mars rovers 

have also been named by school children, which includes Sojourner in 1997 

and Spirit and Opportunity rovers (landed in 2004).

There were nearly 4,700 volunteer judges as part of the naming contest, 

who helped bring the pool down to 155 semifinalists. One there were nine 

finalists, NASA had the public vote in on their favourite name. According to 

the agency, more than 770,000 votes were polled online.

The nine finalists also talked with a panel of experts, including Lori Glaze, 

director of NASA’s Planetary Science Division; NASA astronaut Jessica 

Watkins; rover driver Nick Wiltsie at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory (JPL) 

in Pasadena, California; and Clara Ma, who, as a sixth grade student in 2009, 

named Curiosity.

As a winner, Mather will also be invited to Cape Canaveral Air Force Station 

in Florida to witness the launch of the rover in summer.

Further as a reward for all the semifinalists, their rover names and essays 

have been stenciled onto a silicon chip with lines of text smaller than one-

thousandth the width of a human hair and will be flown to Mars aboard the 

rover, announced NASA.

NASA Perseverance rover: Key facts

The rover has is a robotic scientist and weighs just under 1,043 kilograms. 
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The Perseverance rover will be managed by NASA’s Jet Propulsion Labs 

(JPL) and will hunt for signs of past microbial life on Mars.

Perseverance will also characterise the planet’s climate and geology, and 

collect samples of Martian rocks and dust. NASA has plans for a future 

mission which could bring these samples back to Earth.

The rover is currently is undergoing final assembly and checkout at NASA’s 

Kennedy Space Center in Florida.  The rover is targeted to land on Mars’ 

Jezero Crater a little February 18, 2021.

The Mars 2020 is part of a larger program that includes missions to the Moon 

as a way to prepare for human exploration of the planet. NASA plans to put 

the next man and first woman on the moon by 2024 and wants a sustained 

human presence on the Moon by 2028 with its Artemis program.

‘COVID-19 outbreak could help agri exports’
In the wake of the COVID-19 outbreak, the Centre has identified 21 agricultural 

products, including honey, potatoes, grapes, soya beans and groundnuts, in 

which Indian exports could benefit from trade restrictions against Chinese 

goods.

The total value of China’s global exports of these products amounted to 

$5488.6 million in 2018. India exported $4,445.9 million worth of these 

commodities in the same period and could now have a chance to grab part 

of China’s market share.

“There may be opportunities for Indian exporters of agri-items, in case some 

countries impose restrictions on Chinese goods in response to outbreak 

of COVID-19. Opportunities may arise in case of other countries imposing 

import restriction on these tariff lines,” said an analysis of the impact of 

the virus outbreak on India’s agricultural trade, prepared by the Ministry of 

Agriculture and Farmers Welfare. The report was submitted to the Finance 
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Ministry last week, as part of a wider exercise to analyse the disruptions in 

global supply chains due to the COVID-19 crisis and chart a government 

response. Supply shortages and trade restrictions have already had a harsh 

impact on China’s total exports, which dropped more than 17% in January 

and February, in comparison to the previous year. Chinese imports fell 4% in 

the same period.

“There are 21 agri tariff lines where China’s global exports and India’s global 

exports are more than $25 million and where India is price and volume-

wise competitive and capable to provide an alternative,” said the Agriculture 

Ministry analysis, seen by The Hindu .

Some of these products include natural honey, onions and shallots, chillis, 

potatoes, vegetables, guavas, mangoes, grapes, tamarinds, cashew apples, 

lychees, black fermented tea, spices, groundnuts, soyabeans, paddy, 

sesamum seeds, vegetable seeds for sowing and plants used in perfumery 

or pharmacy. Major markets which currently buy these products from China 

include Vietnam, USA, Japan, U.K., Philippines, Malaysia, Russia and 

Korea.

‘Won’t affect us’

The Agriculture Ministry has also said that the impact of the virus outbreak on 

import of agri items from China “may not affect us to an extent that may lead 

to any crisis”. India imported agriculture items worth $109.74 million from 

China in 2018-19, with seven products, including kidney beans, bamboo, 

cassia, fresh grapes, live plants and plums and sloes, accounting for 84% of 

that.

“The imports of these items are likely to get impacted in case of supply 

disruption occurs in wake of COVID-19. However, it may be noted that out 

of the top seven items, only two items – bamboo and kidney beans – are 

imported in bulk from China in the sense that they respectively represent 

35.5% and 41.2% import from China out of India’s total imports from the 
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world,” the analysis stated. In the case of those two items, India is still striving 

for self-sufficiency through the Bamboo Mission and the National Food 

Security Mission.

With regard to Indian exports to China, two items — cotton linter and mango 

pulp — may get impacted, as they are used as raw material by China for 

further processing and then export. Apart from these two, most major items 

are used for domestic consumption in China and may not be too badly hit, 

said the Ministry analysis. India exported agricultural items worth $191 million 

to China during 2018-19, including capsicum, isabgol and cumin seeds.

Moon and Earth aren’t made up of same material; scientists 
clear doubt over Moon’s formation theory
There are multiple theories which try to explain the formation of the Moon, 

but the giant-impact hypothesis is the most reliable on. It claims that around 

4.5 billion years ago, something the size of Mars called Theia collided with a 

newly formed Earth. The colossal impact is believed to have resulted in the 

object fusing with Earth and primed it for life while breaking off a large chunk 

that went on to become the Moon.

While this theory continues to become what favoured model for explaining 

the formation of the Moon for years, there was one big spanner stuck in the 

works. However, a new study, published in the journal Nature Geoscience, 

claims to have found traces of Theia in the Moon– putting in place the lost 

piece of the puzzle.

“This model was capable of accounting for the then-recent observations from 

samples returned by the Apollo missions, which included the Moon’s low iron 

content relative to Earth, depletion in volatiles and enrichment in refractory 

elements, while avoiding most of the pitfalls of previous lunar origin theories,” 

researchers from the University of New Mexico wrote in their paper.
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What was the problem with the giant-impact hypothesis?

Models made by scientists predicted that around 70 to 90 per cent of the 

Moon should have been made up of mooshed and reformed Theia, which 

means that the oxygen isotopes of Moon would have been different from 

Earth’s oxygen isotopes. However, oxygen isotopes in lunar samples were 

very similar to terrestrial oxygen isotopes while being very different from 

oxygen isotopes on other Solar System objects.

One possible explanation was that Earth and Theia had similar compositions, 

to begin with— the odds of which are actually extremely small. Another 

explanation was that everything got completely mixed during the impact– 

which, according to simulations, isn’t very likely.

Over the years, researchers published several papers trying to explain the 

similarity of Earth and Moon’s oxygen isotopes, which doesn’t sit well with 

the giant-impactor hypothesis. These theories included the idea of Theia 

fusing with Earth, creation of a cloud of dust that went on to become Earth 

and Moon, Theia and Earth forming really close to each other, and more.

Theia is buried deep inside Moon

Planetary scientist Erick Cano and team reanalysed the lunar samples. They 

acquired a range of samples from different rock types gathered on the Moon 

including both high and low titanium basalts from the lunar maria; anorthosites 

from the highlands, and norites from the depths, brought upwards during a 

process called lunar mantle overturn; and volcanic glass.

They modified a standard isotope analysis technique to produce high-

precision oxygen isotope measurements to find out that oxygen isotopic 

composition varied depending on the type of rock tested.

“We show that the method of averaging together lunar isotope data while 

ignoring lithological differences does not give an accurate picture of the 

differences between the Earth and Moon,” they wrote in the paper.
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The researchers found that the deeper the rock sample’s origins, the 

heavier the oxygen isotopes, compared to that of Earth’s. They said that 

this difference could be explained if only the outer surface of the Moon was 

pulverised and mixed during the impact, resulting in the similarity with Earth, 

but deep inside the Moon, the Theia chunk remained relatively intact leaving 

its oxygen isotopes closer to their original state.

“Clearly, Theia’s distinct oxygen isotope composition was not completely lost 

through homogenisation during the giant impact,” the researchers concluded. 

“This result thereby eliminates the necessity for giant-impact models to 

include a mechanism for complete oxygen isotope homogenisation between 

the two bodies and provides a foundation for future modelling of the impact 

and lunar formation.”

Elon Musk worries SpaceX won’t get to Mars before he dies
An exhausted-looking Elon Musk said Monday he’s unsure his rocket 

company SpaceX will accomplish its foundational mission — getting to Mars 

— before he dies.

“If we don’t improve our pace of progress, I’m definitely going to be dead before 

we go to Mars,” Musk said at the Satellite 2020 conference in Washington. 

“If it’s taken us 18 years just to get ready to do the first people to orbit, we’ve 

got to improve our rate of innovation or, based on past trends, I am definitely 

going to be dead before Mars.”

The 48-year-old chief executive officer of both Tesla Inc. and Space 

Exploration Technologies Corp. downplayed the level of attention the latter 

company is paying to a potential initial public offering for Starlink, the satellite 

business within SpaceX. The plan for the business is to beam broadband to 

consumers who don’t have Internet, or struggle with slower service, starting 

this year.
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“We’re thinking about that zero,” Musk said of a Starlink IPO, contradicting 

comments his president and chief operating officer made last month. “We 

need to make the thing work.”

Gwynne Shotwell, SpaceX’s COO, said at a private investor event last month 

in Miami that Starlink was likely to be spun out and taken public, without 

giving a time frame.

Musk, who started his keynote about 40 minutes late, said he was behind 

schedule because he was coming straight from Boca Chica, Texas, where 

SpaceX has been working on Starship, the next-generation launch vehicle 

he plans to use to eventually transport humans to Mars. He estimated the 

annual revenue opportunity related to the closely held company providing 

broadband is about $30 billion, about 10 times greater than the potential for 

its launch business.

Meteor impact destroyed first human settlement 10,000 years 
ago
Scientists believe that the race of dinosaurs was wiped out by an asteroid 

millions of years ago. Now, new research suggests that an early settlement 

of human also suffered the same fate around 10,000 years ago by a huge 

chunk of space rock.

Archaeologists from the University of California, Santa Barbara, claim that 

Tell Abu Hureyra, which lies in modern-day northern Syria, was annihilated 

by the cosmic impact of a fragmented comet. The site is well known amongst 

archaeologists for being the place where first human hunter-gatherers turned 

farmers lived 13,000 years ago. The place is since under what is known as 

Lake Assad now.

Evidence of a space rock destroying the early human settlement

The researchers found traces of a meltglass — they are calling Abu Hureyra 
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meltglass or AH Glass — splashed onto building material and animal bones 

from the site. The AH Glass could only be formed under extremely high 

temperatures that could melt an automobile in seconds, which they believe 

could not have existed among the earliest civilizations.

Archaeologists say that this meltglass could not have been made even by 

lightning or by a volcano, which leaves the possibility of its formation only 

to a high-velocity phenomenon– such as a comet or an asteroid collision. 

According to geology professor James Kennett, an asteroid might have 

made an unexpected visit during the end of the Pleistocene age, which was 

around 11,700 years ago.

Another evidence that points towards the annihilation of ancient human 

settlement is the minerals found in the AH Glass. The research says that this 

meltglass contains corundum, mullite, and suessite. The suessite is a rare 

mineral but has been found relatively commonly in meteorites discovered by 

humans in modern times. That’s why the researchers believe that a meteor 

struck Abu Hureyra and melted into the glass.

Meteor impact could have pushed humans towards agriculture

Researchers believe that the asteroid impact could have also annihilated 

some species of animals like mammoths because of the dust and debris that 

would shoot into the air upon collision. This, in turn, would have pushed the 

civilisation at the time to switch to agriculture.

The study points to researchers Moore and Kennett, who hypothesized 

that “impact-triggered climate change caused the prehistoric villagers at 

Abu Hureyra to transition from hunting/gathering to cultivation, indicative of 

earliest agriculture, one of the most significant cultural transformations in 

human history.”
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Tiny bird-like dinosaur’s skull and DNA found in 99-million-
year-old amber
Scientists have found the skull of a 99-million-year-old flying dinosaur that is 

tinier than the tiniest bird known to humans. The bird-like dinosaur, dubbed 

Oculudentavis khaungraae, was found stuck in a gob of tree resin that 

eventually hardened into amber, preserving it for millions of years to come.

The study published in the journal Nature reveals that this dinosaur was 

so slight, it likely weighed just 2 grams. The dinosaur skull holds around 

100 sharp teeth, which hints at its ferocious nature despite its small size. 

Researchers say that Oculudentavis khaungraae even had teeth in the back 

of its jaw, under its eye. The study co-lead researcher Jingmai O’Connor 

believes that since this dinosaur is so tiny, it could possibly only feed on 

insects and other invertebrates.

The amber holds the dinosaur’s head

The pebble-size amber piece was dug up in 2016 from a mine in Myanmar. It 

was purchased by Khaung Ra, who donated it to her son-in-law’s museum, 

the Hupoge Amber Museum in China. O’Connor and her colleagues named 

the dinosaur Oculudentavis khaungraae, combining the Latin words “oculus” 

(eye), “dentes” (teeth) and “aves” (bird) whereas the species name honours 

Khaung Ra.

The study says that even though amber chunk contains just the dinosaur’s 

head, it was imperiled over the ages. The skull is a bit damaged but its other 

parts are more intact.

What does the study reveal about the tiny dinosaur

There’s a theory on animal size that suggests that larger creatures “miniaturise” 

when they evolve on isolated islands. As per the research, the Oculudentavis 

flew around resin-producing trees during its lifetime in brackish waters at a 

time when that part of Myanmar was on an island arc.
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Researchers found “weird” characteristics of the skull including its spoon-

shape bones around the eye. They also say that its eyes could have rested 

on a cup-shaped bone, making them bulge outward.

The O khaungraae is just one-sixth the size of the smallest known early 

fossil bird– making it the smallest known dinosaur of the Mesozoic era. If 

you are wondering if a Jurassic Park like thing could be created using this 

amber, there’s bad news. The research says that while fragments of the 

dinosaur’s DNA may still exist in the specimen, there isn’t nearly enough for 

cloning purposes.

WHO declares coronavirus outbreak a ‘pandemic’
The World Health Organisation (WHO) Wednesday said that the 

new coronavirus outbreak can now be characterised as a pandemic.

“WHO has been assessing this outbreak around the clock and we are deeply 

concerned both by the alarming levels of spread and severity, and by the 

alarming levels of inaction,” WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus, who 

was addressing a media gathering in Geneva said.

“We have therefore made the assessment that #COVID19 can be 

characterized as a pandemic,” he said.

WHO also said that while the declaration “doesn’t change what countries 

should do” to aggressively contain the virus, the UN health agency is “deeply 

concerned both by the alarming levels of spread and severity.”

The WHO chief also said, “We have rung the alarm bell loud and clear”.

The outbreak has so far infected more than 1,21,000 people and killed over 

4,300 globally.

New environment law cuts time for hearings
A set of key updates to India’s Environment Impact Assessment (EIA) Act, 
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the law that governs how the threat posed by large infrastructure projects to 

the environment ought to be evaluated, proposes to reduce the time given to 

people to air objections.

The draft EIA notification proposes to be an update to the EIA of 2006, which 

specifies a “minimum of 30 days” for people to respond. The current version 

of the update, which will likely become law in 60 days, gives a “minimum of 

20 days” of notice period. It also requires that the public-hearing process be 

wrapped up in 40 days, as opposed to the existing norm of 45 days.

Under the process, an organisation has to submit a detailed plan explaining 

the nature, need, and remedial measures, if their proposed project could 

significantly impact a region. A committee constituted by the Union Environment 

Ministry then decides on whether the project should be cleared.

Indian scientist-led team develops camera that doesn’t need 
focusing
A team led by an Indian-origin scientist has developed a camera that does 

not require focusing, by using a single lens about one-thousandth of an inch 

thick. The advance could enable thinner smartphone cameras, improved 

and smaller cameras for biomedical imaging such as endoscopy, and more 

compact cameras for automobiles, the researchers said. The technology, 

described in the journal Optica, offers considerable benefits over traditional 

cameras such as the ones in most smartphones, which require multiple 

lenses to form high-quality, in-focus images.

“Our flat lenses can drastically reduce the weight, complexity and cost of 

cameras and other imaging systems, while increasing their functionality,” 

said research team leader Rajesh Menon from the University of Utah in the 

US.

Menon and colleagues noted that the flat lens can maintain focus for 
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objects that are about six metres apart from each other. Flat lenses use 

nanostructures patterned on a flat surface rather than bulky glass or plastic 

to achieve the important optical properties that control the way light travels.

“This new lens could have many interesting applications outside photography 

such as creating highly efficient illumination for LIDAR that is critical for many 

autonomous systems, including self-driving cars,” said Menon.

The researchers said the design approach they used could be expanded to 

create optical components with any number of properties such as extreme 

bandwidth, easier manufacturability or lower cost. Conventional cameras, 

whether used in smartphones or for microscopy, require focusing to ensure 

that the details of an object are sharp, the researchers said. If there are 

multiple objects at different distances from the camera, each object must be 

focused separately, they said.

“The new lens eliminates the need for focusing and allows any camera to 

keep all the objects in focus simultaneously,” said Menon. “Conventional 

cameras also use multiple lenses to keep different colors of light in focus 

simultaneously.

“Since our design is very general, we can also use it to create a single flat 

lens that focuses all colours of light, drastically simplifying cameras even 

further,” he said.

To focus light, traditional lenses transform parallel light waves into spherical 

waves that converge into a focal spot. The researchers realised that waves 

with other shapes could produce a similar effect, vastly increasing the number 

of possible lens designs.

“In stark contrast to what is taught in optics textbooks, our research has 

shown that there is more than one way that light transmission is affected 

by an ideal lens — a concept known as pupil function,” said Menon. “This 

opened essentially infinite possibilities for the lens pupil function, and we 
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searched through these possibilities for one that achieved an extreme depth 

of focus,” he said.

After choosing the best lens design for depth of focus, the researchers used 

nanofabrication techniques to make a prototype lens. Experiments confirmed 

that the new lens performed as expected and achieved a depth of focus 

several orders of magnitude larger than that of an equivalent conventional 

lens. They plan to extend the lens to larger numerical apertures and to use 

it with the full visible light spectrum. Work to ensure that the lenses could be 

mass manufactured is also needed before they could be commercialised, the 

researchers said.

TIFR study reveals role of glucose in regulating liver functions, 
ageing
An enzyme that goes by the name SIRT1 is known to be associated with 

regulation of metabolic activities and also ageing and hence has become 

a target of therapeutics. A study by researchers from Tata Institute of 

Fundamental Research, Mumbai (TIFR) shows that glucose controls the 

function of SIRT1 directly. A shortage or absence of this control can lead 

to a diabetic-like state, while excess feeding and sustained low levels of 

SIRT1 can lead to obesity and enhanced ageing. The study was published in 

the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

Health and feeding regimen

There are many diseases related to high calorie content in the body, such 

as metabolic disorders as shown in animal studies. Studies have shown 

that metabolic diseases are associated with wrong feeding regimen, even in 

humans. Every organism has evolved so as to feed and then alternately fast, 

so it becomes important to understand this cycle. This cycle, known as the 

feed-fast cycle is a basic pattern and the metabolism related to this is largely 
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taken care of by the liver.

In an earlier work, published in Cell Reports, researchers in the lab of Ullas 

Kolthur-Seetharam from the Department of Biological Sciences at TIFR, 

found the mechanism that triggers the liver to go from one stage to another 

in the feed-fast cycle.

Role of glucose

Now, working on a different angle, the group has discovered that glucose 

controls the functions of a protein SIRT1 which in turn maintains everyday 

feed-fast cycles and is also associated with longevity. “In normal healthy 

individuals, SIRT1 protein levels are known to increase during fasting and 

decrease during feed, which is essential to maintain a balance between 

glucose and fat metabolism,” says Prof Kolthur-Seetharam.

“Despite decades of work on the beneficial roles of SIRT1, metabolic factors 

that decrease its functions both during normal feed-fast cycles and in nutrient 

excess states (like obesity) was unknown,” explains Tandrika Chattopadhyay, 

who is the first author of the PNAS paper in an email to The Hindu.

“While there is active research to identify drugs that can activate SIRT1 

which would be beneficial in countering ageing and metabolic diseases, 

the cost of uncontrolled overactivation of SIRT1 has not been investigated 

especially since it decreases in a healthy individual in a fed state,” says Dr. 

Chattopadhyay.

Glucose puts a check on the activity of SIRT1 in the fed state. In the absence 

of this check, SIRT1 activity increases and results in hyperglycaemia in a 

fasted state, mimicking diabetic state. “Constant feeding or high calorie 

intake that leads to sustained reduction in the levels of SIRT1 (by glucose) 

is associated with ageing and obesity,” she says.

“Our study shows that both over-activation and under-activation of this 

longevity factor could lead to diseases,” she adds.
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Future steps

This study paves the way to regulating this modification, which might be 

beneficial in tackling lifestyle disorders and ageing related diseases.

The group next seeks to investigate if glucose-dependent control can dictate 

gene expression during feed-fast cycles. “Also, we would like to investigate 

if small chemical molecules or drugs can selectively activate SIRT1 which 

could be used in the clinic to either increase or decrease the levels of SIRT1, 

as per the needs of the individual,” says Prof. Kolthur-Seetharam.

Superhydrophobic coating to save metallic surfaces
Fascinated by the beauty of water rolling off a lotus leaf, a team of chemical 

engineers has now created a similar superhydrophobic coating that can be 

used to save steel from rusting.

The team from the Indian Institute of Technology (Indian School of Mines), 

Dhanbad, and Ohio State University used polyurethane and silicon dioxide 

nanoparticles to create the coating which can be easily spin-coated on 

steel.

“Not just steel, the coating can be done on other metallic surfaces, such 

as aluminum, copper, brass. We have also successfully developed 

superhydrophobic coatings for glass, cloth, paper and wood,” explains Aditya 

Kumar from IIT (ISM) Dhanbad and one of the corresponding authors of the 

work published in the journal Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society 

A.

Treated surface

Before applying the coating, the team created a roughness on the steel using 

a chemical etching process to improve the adhesion strength. Without this, 

the coating tends to easily peal off due to smoothness of steel.

The team also tried different methods for the application of the coat on steel 
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and found that spin coating was advantageous and cost-effective compared 

to immersion coating and spray coating. Spin coating dried quickly and the 

thickness of the coat could be controlled easily.

The surface of the coating was found to have superhydrophobic property. 

The coating was also chemically stable in both acidic (pH 5) and alkaline 

(pH 8) conditions for more than six weeks. It also exhibited thermal stability 

up to 230 degree C.

The mechanical stability of the coating was tested with water jet, floating, 

bending, sand abrasion tests and was found to be highly stable.

Self-cleaning coating

Another useful property exhibited by the coating was of self-cleaning. When 

water droplets were made to fall on an uncoated surface they stuck to it and 

made a messy surface.

However, in the case of a coated sample, water droplets roll away while 

collecting dust from the surface.

Easy to make

“The chemicals used to make the coating are easily available in our 

country and they are environmental friendly too. When mass-produced on 

commercial scale, the cost of coating will further reduce,” adds Mukesh 

Kumar Meena, first author of the paper who completed his M.Tech from IIT 

(ISM) Dhanbad.

Now the team is working on developing an antimicrobial superhydrophobic 

coating for biomedical applications.

Trial shows success in treating drug-resistant TB
A small trial (Nix-TB) undertaken at three sites in South Africa to test the 

safety and efficacy of three oral drugs — bedaquiline, pretomanid and 

linezolid — in 109 patients (57 males and 56 females were HIV positive) with 
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extensively drug-resistant TB (XDR-TB) and multidrug-resistant TB (MDR-

TB) showed encouraging results — treatment success rate was 90%. The 

favourable results held true regardless of the HIV status of the patients.

The treatment using the three oral drugs lasted for 26 weeks and was followed-

up for six months after the end of the treatment. Patients received the treatment 

daily for 26 weeks. The trial of 109 patients included 71 who had XDR-TB and 

38 with MDR-TB.

Success rate

The 90% treatment success in the case of hard-to-treat patients is at par with 

the success rate seen while treating drug-sensitive TB. Of the 109 patients 

treated, 11 had unfavourable outcomes while 98 had favourable outcomes. Of 

the 11 patients who had unfavourable outcomes, there were seven deaths and 

two had a relapse during the six-month follow-up period. Of the 98 patients 

who were successfully treated using the three drugs, 63 patients had XDR-

TB and 35 had MDR-TB. The treatment success rate was 89% (63 of 71) for 

XDR-TB and 92% (35 of 38). The MDR-TB patients included in the trial were 

either not responsive to standard treatment or had discontinued treatment due 

to side effects.

Adverse effects

“This study shows that XDR tuberculosis and complicated MDR tuberculosis 

can be treated with a regimen consisting of three oral agents for 26 weeks,” 

the authors write. The results of the study were published in The New England 

Journal of Medicine.

Of the three drugs used in the trial, a “high-percentage” of patients experienced 

adverse effects related to linezolid drug. Of the 109 patients treated, 88 patients 

(81%) had peripheral neuropathy (weakness, numbing and pain usually of 

hands and feet due to nerve damage), though the symptoms were mild to 

moderate in the majority of cases.

Two patients developed optic neuritis, where the optic nerve becomes 
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inflamed, which was resolved when linezolid drug was withdrawn. Also, 40 

had anaemia, while eight patients had adverse event of the liver and the 

regime had to be interrupted (but they eventually resumed and completed 

the 26-week treatment).

The time is right for OneHealth science
As India goes into emergency mode to tackle the potentially catastrophic 

impacts of the novel coronavirus (COVID-19), the ‘Kerala model’ is being 

widely cited as an example to emulate. In 2018, Kerala reacted quickly and 

efficiently to tackle the Nipah virus outbreak and successfully managed to 

confine it to 23 cases. This success has been credited to the strong public health 

infrastructure and the political will to quickly seek help from a multidisciplinary 

team of national and international experts. The Kerala Nipah virus outbreak 

was thought to have come from fruit bats, a group of animals that may also 

be implicated in other more deadly outbreaks, possibly including the novel 

coronavirus.

These diseases, which “spillover” from animals to humans are referred to 

as zoonotic diseases, and represent more than 60% of emerging infectious 

diseases worldwide. The destruction of the natural environment, globalised 

trade and travel and industrialised food production systems have created 

numerous pathways for new pathogens to jump between animals and humans. 

Understanding this critical intersection between human health, domestic and 

wild animal health and the environment requires a new integrated framework 

— a paradigm called ‘OneHealth’.

Kyasanur Forest Disease

Although OneHealth, as a conceptual entity, emerged relatively recently, a 

stellar example of OneHealth being operationalised in the field was seen 

in India in the late 1950s. It helped discover the source of Kyasanur Forest 
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Disease (KFD), a highly dangerous haemorrhagic fever more threatening 

than COVID-19. It was locally called ‘monkey fever’ because of the links 

between monkey deaths and human infections in Shimoga District of 

Karnataka where it emerged in 1957. It took pioneering interdisciplinary work 

to bring together diverse entities like the Rockefeller Foundation and the 

Virus Research Centre (later the National Institute of Virology), Pune, the 

World Health Organization (WHO) and the Bombay Natural History Society.

The Rockefeller Foundation provided the financial and technical support, 

including laboratory facilities, while P.K. Rajagopalan and a team of 

dedicated researchers from the Virus Research Centre combed the forests 

of the Western Ghats for potential carriers and autopsied monkeys in their 

investigations into the cause of the disease. The legendary bird man of India, 

Salim Ali, supported by WHO funds, tagged migratory birds to rule out the 

possibility that they were carrying pathogens responsible for the disease in 

their cross-continental flights.

As successful as the epidemiological investigation into KFD was, it largely 

remained an isolated example. This model of cross-sectoral collaboration 

did not set the tone for further research along similar lines or fructify into 

readying our public health system to address zoonotic diseases. To our great 

loss, everyone slipped back into their silos. Many decades later, India is yet 

to operationalise a true OneHealth policy.

Range of permissions

Further, the regulatory framework for doing OneHealth research in India 

with international collaboration typically requires approvals from multiple 

authorities, including ICMR, the Ministries of External Affairs and Finance, 

Directorate General of the Armed Forces, National Biodiversity Authority, 

Committee for the Purpose of Control & Supervision of Experiments on 

Animals and State health authorities, among others. Additional permissions 

are required from state forest authorities and biodiversity boards for accessing 
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biological resources within natural landscapes. While the necessity for 

research permits is not being questioned, the range of permissions needed 

and the long waiting periods (ranging from three months to more than a year), 

raises the issue of whether we are unwittingly hampering our ability to rapidly 

respond to emerging threats from infectious diseases.

Given our pioneering historical contribution to combat zoonotic diseases, 

and robust institutional framework for biomedical research, India has the 

opportunity to take the lead in combating the massive public health crisis 

posed by emerging infectious diseases. An opportunity now exists for India to 

leap-frog over the systemic and institutional barriers that prevent an integrated 

OneHealth framework from being operationalised.

The Government of India has recently launched the National Mission 

on Biodiversity and Human Well-being. The mission aims to explore the 

neglected links between biodiversity science and human well-being across 

the sectors of health, economic development, agricultural production and 

livelihood generation, in combination with efforts to mitigate climate change 

and related disasters. One of the components of the mission explicitly links 

biodiversity to human health through the OneHealth framework.

The OneHealth programme aims to encourage team science by having 

networks of institutions collectively bid for grants to set up integrated 

OneHealth surveillance systems across India at 25 sentinel surveillance sites 

in potential emerging infectious disease hotspots. In this manner, government 

and private institutions, across a range of disciplines, from virology to 

epidemiology, genomics to ecology, and social and behavioural sciences to 

veterinary and animal sciences can collaborate to understand how zoonotic 

diseases can emerge, the threats they can pose, and the mechanisms by 

which the emergence or spread can be controlled.

The frequency with which new pathogens are emerging or old ones are re-

emerging across the world are alarm calls for greater transparency, cross-
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country collaborations, and enhanced national infrastructure and capacity for 

integrated OneHealth science. The cause of mitigating large-scale human 

suffering justifies making such a hitherto unprecedented effort.

Heat stress may impact over 1.2 billion people annually by 
2100: study
Stress from extreme heat and humidity will annually impact areas which 

are home to about 1.2 billion people worldwide by 2100, assuming current 

greenhouse gas emissions, according to a study.

This is more than four times the number of people affected today, and more 

than 12 times the number who would have been affected without industrial 

era global warming, said researchers from Rutgers University-New Brunswick 

in the US.

Rising global temperatures are increasing exposure to heat stress, which 

harms human health, agriculture, the economy and the environment, according 

to the research published in the journal Environmental Research Letters.

Most climate studies on projected heat stress have focused on heat extremes 

but not considered the role of humidity, another key driver, the researchers 

said.

“When we look at the risks of a warmer planet, we need to pay particular 

attention to combined extremes of heat and humidity, which are especially 

dangerous to human health,” said senior author Robert E Kopp, from Rutgers 

University-New Brunswick.

“Every bit of global warming makes hot, humid days more frequent and 

intense. In New York City, for example, the hottest, most humid day in a typical 

year already occurs about 11 times more frequently than it would have in the 

19th century,” said lead author Dawei Li, a former post-doctoral associate at 

Rutgers, and now at the University of Massachusetts.
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Heat stress is caused by the body’s inability to cool down properly through 

sweating. Body temperature can rise rapidly, and high temperatures may 

damage the brain and other vital organs.

Heat stress ranges from milder conditions like heat rash and heat cramps to 

heat exhaustion, the most common type.

The study looked at how combined extremes of heat and humidity increase 

on a warming Earth, using 40 climate simulations to get statistics on rare 

events.

It focused on a measure of heat stress that accounts for temperature, humidity 

and other environmental factors, including wind speed, sun angle and solar 

and infrared radiation.

Annual exposure to extreme heat and humidity in excess of safety guidelines 

is projected to affect areas currently home to about 500 million people if the 

planet warms by 1.5 degrees Celsius, and nearly 800 million at 2 degrees 

Celsius, the researchers said.

The planet has already warmed by about 1.2 degrees above late 19th century 

levels, the said.

An estimated 1.2 billion people would be affected with 3 degrees Celsius of 

warming, as expected by the end of this century under current global policies, 

according to the study.

NASA’s Orion spacecraft ‘aces’ final test for the Artemis lunar 
program
NASA recently completed the final round of testing for its Orion spacecraft– 

meant to fly the Artemis mission that is expected to “return the next American 

man and deliver the first American woman to the surface of the Moon by 

2024″.

The testing was performed at NASA’s Plum Brook Station testing facility in 
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Sandusky, Ohio. According to NASA, the spacecraft “aced” the tests that 

included thermal vacuum and electromagnetic interference performance 

checks.

Things aren’t going as usual at NASA because of the 

ongoing coronavirus pandemic. The space agency’s Marshall facility 

announced that it’s limiting access to “mission-essential personnel” after 

one staff member tested positive for COVID-19   night. However, the space 

agency still managed to finish the testing at its Glenn research facility in Ohio, 

which is the site of testing facilities to simulate flight conditions, including 

wind tunnels and vacuum chambers.

Orion’s testing completion at Glenn means that the spacecraft is ready to 

move on to NASA’s Kennedy Space Centre in Florida. To reach there, the 

Lockheed-built Orion capsule will travel onboard the space agency’s Super 

Guppy aircraft– a specially-built cargo aircraft designed for the purposes of 

transporting larger-than-normal cargo.

NASA’s Artemis mission is the next chapter in the US agency’s space 

exploration program. It aims to send first woman and next man on the Moon 

by 2024 and establish sustainable exploration by 2028. The mission will then 

act as the footstep for future missions like sending astronauts to Mars.

Indian scientist-led team develops camera that doesn’t need 
focusing
A team led by an Indian-origin scientist has developed a camera that does 

not require focusing, by using a single lens about one-thousandth of an inch 

thick. The advance could enable thinner smartphone cameras, improved 

and smaller cameras for biomedical imaging such as endoscopy, and more 

compact cameras for automobiles, the researchers said. The technology, 

described in the journal Optica, offers considerable benefits over traditional 
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cameras such as the ones in most smartphones, which require multiple 

lenses to form high-quality, in-focus images.

“Our flat lenses can drastically reduce the weight, complexity and cost of 

cameras and other imaging systems, while increasing their functionality,” 

said research team leader Rajesh Menon from the University of Utah in the 

US.

Menon and colleagues noted that the flat lens can maintain focus for objects 

that are about six metres apart from each other. Flat lenses use nanostructures 

patterned on a flat surface rather than bulky glass or plastic to achieve the 

important optical properties that control the way light travels.

“This new lens could have many interesting applications outside photography 

such as creating highly efficient illumination for LIDAR that is critical for many 

autonomous systems, including self-driving cars,” said Menon.

The researchers said the design approach they used could be expanded to 

create optical components with any number of properties such as extreme 

bandwidth, easier manufacturability or lower cost. Conventional cameras, 

whether used in smartphones or for microscopy, require focusing to ensure 

that the details of an object are sharp, the researchers said. If there are 

multiple objects at different distances from the camera, each object must be 

focused separately, they said.

“The new lens eliminates the need for focusing and allows any camera to 

keep all the objects in focus simultaneously,” said Menon. “Conventional 

cameras also use multiple lenses to keep different colors of light in focus 

simultaneously.

“Since our design is very general, we can also use it to create a single flat 

lens that focuses all colours of light, drastically simplifying cameras even 

further,” he said.

To focus light, traditional lenses transform parallel light waves into spherical 

waves that converge into a focal spot. The researchers realised that waves 
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with other shapes could produce a similar effect, vastly increasing the number 

of possible lens designs.

“In stark contrast to what is taught in optics textbooks, our research has 

shown that there is more than one way that light transmission is affected 

by an ideal lens — a concept known as pupil function,” said Menon. “This 

opened essentially infinite possibilities for the lens pupil function, and we 

searched through these possibilities for one that achieved an extreme depth 

of focus,” he said.

After choosing the best lens design for depth of focus, the researchers used 

nanofabrication techniques to make a prototype lens. Experiments confirmed 

that the new lens performed as expected and achieved a depth of focus 

several orders of magnitude larger than that of an equivalent conventional 

lens. They plan to extend the lens to larger numerical apertures and to use 

it with the full visible light spectrum. Work to ensure that the lenses could be 

mass manufactured is also needed before they could be commercialised, the 

researchers said.

Coronavirus: Lessons to learn from Ebola
On March 9, Italy – the worst-hit by coronavirus outside of China – extended 

its lockdown to the entire country in a bid to curb the spread. That decision in 

the European country of 60 million resonated with many in West Africa.

When Sierra Leone found itself in the grip of Ebola in September 2014, 

authorities imposed an unprecedented 72-hour nationwide lockdown. The 

government recruited and deployed scores of health teams door to door, or 

“Ose to Ose Ebola Tok” in Krio.

“Italy could learn some good lessons from what we got from the lockdown 

during the Ebola outbreak,” said Harold Thomas who was in one of the teams 

that went house to house in Freetown, bearing information and soap.
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The lockdown was a chance for “the entire population to reflect on the 

magnitude of the problem, and collectively look at ways to put it to an end,” 

he told DW. “Coronavirus now, if we compare it to Ebola, is a droplet infection 

and social distancing is overly important.”

Chain of transmission

The September 2014 Ebola lockdown was the first of several in Sierra Leone. 

It was intended to help cut down the transmission rate, as authorities in 

Wuhan, China and Italy are trying to do. “People will cut down on a number 

of activities that will predispose them to infection,” says Thomas.

The coronavirus pandemic has prompted Freetown resident Ishmael Alfred 

Charles to reflect on a time when his country faced the spread of a potentially 

deadly virus too.

“What they basically need to do is to be able to identify who the person that 

tested positive has been in contact with, where that person was, and who 

they had links with,” Charles told DW. Tracing contact persons is key to 

preventing the spread of the virus, he believes.

DW’s Abu-Bakarr Jalloh was in Sierra Leone during the first lockdown. By 

the time it was imposed, Ebola had already spread across the country, he 

says.

“In hindsight, it was already late. You start taking measures when the chain 

of transmission is still intact,” he says. “If you allow this chain to break and 

then start containing people, it means you are just being reactive. This is 

what Italy did not learn from the Ebola epidemic West Africa.”

“If there was mandatory containment right from the beginning, Italy could 

have contained coronavirus. Germany is making the same mistake.”

Prevention, prevention – first

On the final day of that first lockdown – Sierra Leone’s politicians said health 

teams had called on 75% of households and hailed the unprecedented 

intervention. The public had been overwhelmingly receptive to their advice 
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although some suspicion persisted and many people fled across the border 

to places such as Liberia and Guinea.

Dr Doddy Ngwasi worked in Guinea at the height of the epidemic. The 

Congolese Ebola specialist has spent the past two years at the epicenter of 

the Ebola epidemic in northeastern Democratic Republic of Congo. In facing 

the threat of coronavirus, the principle of “prevention first,” should be of utmost 

importance, he says.

“We have to take care of coronavirus as we did with Ebola virus. We have to 

follow all prevention methods. It means, to avoid contact – as with Ebola, to 

wash hands – as with Ebola, to avoid public places. We must do the prevention 

and control before getting to hospitals.”

Learning, virus to virus

Dr Gabriel Gorbee Logan is regarded as an Ebola hero in Liberia because 

of his work at the forefront of the bid to contain the 2014 to 2016 epidemic. 

He was recently appointed as assistant minister for curative services at the 

health ministry and has been keeping a close eye as coronavirus spreads in 

other parts of the world. Liberia, is one of a shrinking number of countries in 

sub-Saharan Africa with no confirmed cases of the virus that is leaving a trail 

of infections and deaths in places such as China and Europe.

“What we have to understand is that in the context of this disease, there is 

no safe haven irrespective of how sophisticated your health system can be. 

There are diseases that can create serious challenges to any health system 

in the world. On such is the coronavirus,” Logan told DW.

“The lesson for me is that people need to learn, this time around, that sharing 

information is key.” A restriction on the movement of people, especially when 

high risk destinations are involved, is important too.

“In Liberia, for every 10 people going out of the country, at least five are 

traveling to China for business. If its a high risk area and you need to limit. 

But still, controlling people”s movements is a challenge,” says Logan. “So if 
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people are to still move in the midst of this deadly virus, then people around 

the world should be taught to be sincere when they move from one country 

to another.”

That would mean making themselves available for screening and testing. “I 

am saying that because with some of the countries, you just walk through 

from one border to the other. Some countries have several border points, 

and that is why I think it we should share information as much as possible.”

Beware of fake news

Patrick Faley, a Liberian Ebola survivor remembers the denial and false 

information that circulated in communities during the epidemic. “To try to 

get around the coronavirus we have to learn from these mistakes,” he says. 

“I can remember one time I was at home, quarantined, when on the radio I 

heard that Ebola has no cure and when it catches you, you die.”

“Just a single case in Liberia, took away so many lives,” he recalls. That was 

at a time when false information and preventative measures such as travel 

restrictions and screening at airport and borders were not yet in place. “Once 

you are infected, be truthful to the world that you have it. The media message 

should be one that gives truth and hope and governments should make sure 

that health facilities are equipped.”

NASA’s Orion spacecraft ‘aces’ final test for the Artemis lunar 
program
NASA recently completed the final round of testing for its Orion spacecraft– 

meant to fly the Artemis mission that is expected to “return the next American 

man and deliver the first American woman to the surface of the Moon by 

2024″.

The testing was performed at NASA’s Plum Brook Station testing facility in 

Sandusky, Ohio. According to NASA, the spacecraft “aced” the tests that 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

included thermal vacuum and electromagnetic interference performance 

checks.

Things aren’t going as usual at NASA because of the 

ongoing coronavirus pandemic. The space agency’s Marshall facility 

announced that it’s limiting access to “mission-essential personnel” after 

one staff member tested positive for COVID-19   night. However, the space 

agency still managed to finish the testing at its Glenn research facility in Ohio, 

which is the site of testing facilities to simulate flight conditions, including 

wind tunnels and vacuum chambers.

Orion’s testing completion at Glenn means that the spacecraft is ready to 

move on to NASA’s Kennedy Space Centre in Florida. To reach there, the 

Lockheed-built Orion capsule will travel onboard the space agency’s Super 

Guppy aircraft– a specially-built cargo aircraft designed for the purposes of 

transporting larger-than-normal cargo.

NASA’s Artemis mission is the next chapter in the US agency’s space 

exploration program. It aims to send first woman and next man on the Moon 

by 2024 and establish sustainable exploration by 2028. The mission will then 

act as the footstep for future missions like sending astronauts to Mars.

Mercury’s icy glaciers: Here’s why the intense heat from the 
Sun is responsible for them
Back in 2012, MESSENGER mission confirmed that Mercury, the planet 

closest to the Sun, carries ice in the permanently-shadowed craters around 

the poles. While it is hard to believe the existence of ice on a planet where 

daytime temperatures reach 200 to 400 degrees Celsius, a new study around 

how Mercury’s ice is formed is even more baffling.

Researchers from the Georgia Institute of Technology say that the intense 

heat from Sun likely helps create some of the ice on Mercury. “This is not 
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some strange, out of left field idea. The basic chemical mechanism has been 

observed dozens of times in studies since the late 1960s,” said Brant Jones, 

a researcher in Georgia Tech’s School of Chemistry and Biochemistry and 

the paper’s first author.

The scientific consensus holds asteroids delivered most of Mercury’s water 

and the new study says that Mercury’s extreme daytime heat combined with 

the super-cold temperatures of minus 200-degree Celsius in the permanently 

shadowed craters might be acting like an “ice-making chemistry lab.”

The mechanism of formation of ice is common knowledge for well-defined 

surfaces, but applying that chemistry to complicated surfaces like those on a 

planet is groundbreaking research, Jones said.

How ice forms in Mercury’s shadowed craters?

As per the study, minerals in Mercury’s surface soil contain hydroxyl groups 

(OH) that are generated mainly by the protons. As per the model made by the 

researchers, the extreme heat helps to free up the hydroxyl groups, which 

then energises them to smash into each other.

It produces water molecules and hydrogen that lifts off from the surface 

drifts around the planet. Some of these water molecules are broken down 

by sunlight or rise far above the planet’s surface, however, other molecules 

land near Mercury’s poles in permanent shadows of craters that shield the 

ice from the sun.

“Mercury does not have an atmosphere and thus no air that would conduct 

heat, so the molecules become a part of the permanent glacial ice housed in 

the shadows,” the study said.

It’s like the song Hotel California

“It’s a little like the song Hotel California. The water molecules can check in 

to the shadows but they can never leave,” said Thomas Orlando, a professor 

in Georgia Tech’s School of Chemistry and Biochemistry and the study’s 

principal investigator. Orlando co-founded the Georgia Tech Center for Space 
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Technology and Research. “The total amount that we postulate that would 

become ice is 1013 kilograms over a period of about 3 million years,” Jones 

said. “The process could easily account for up to 10 per cent of Mercury’s 

total ice.”

Greenland, Antarctica melting 6 times faster than in the 1990s, 
thanks to Climate Change
Climate change is causing the Earth’s great ice sheets, Greenland and 

Antarctic, to lose ice six times faster than they were in the 1990s. The 

comprehensive assessment of data obtained from 11 satellite missions 

monitoring the regions suggests that if the current melting trend continues, it 

will result in the rising of sea levels by 6.7-inches by 2100.

As per NASA, ocean water is responsible for the majority of Antarctic ice loss 

and half of Greenland’s ice loss. The rest of the meltdown is caused by rising 

air temperatures.

The findings confirming the “worst-case” scenario of the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) were published in the journal Nature by 

an international team of 89 polar scientists from 50 organizations on March 

12. The assessment was also supported by agencies like NASA and the 

European Space Agency (ESA).

This observation of changing ice sheets of Greenland and Antarctica is the 

most comprehensive assessment to date. To calculate changes in the mass 

of the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets between 1992 and 2018, the Ice 

Sheet Mass Balance Intercomparison Exercise team combined 26 surveys, 

which used measurements from satellites including NASA’s Ice, Cloud, and 

land Elevation Satellite and the joint NASA-German Aerospace Center Gravity 

Recovery and Climate Experiment.

The team led by Andrew Shepherd at the University of Leeds in England 
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and Erik Ivins at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Southern California 

calculated that Greenland and Antarctica lost 81 billion tons per year in the 

1990s, compared with 475 billion tons of ice per year in the 2010s – a sixfold 

increase.

In total, the two ice sheets together have lost 6.4 trillion tons of ice since the 

1990s, which boosted global sea levels by 0.7 inches. “Together, the melting 

polar ice sheets are responsible for a third of all sea-level rise. Of this total 

sea-level rise, 60 per cent resulted from Greenland’s ice loss and 40 per cent 

resulted from Antarctica’s,” NASA said in a press release.

“Satellite observations of polar ice are essential for monitoring and predicting 

how climate change could affect ice losses and sea-level rise,” said Ivins. 

“While computer simulations allow us to make projections from climate 

change scenarios, the satellite measurements provide prima facie, rather 

irrefutable, evidence.”

According to the press release, this rate of melting could cause flooding that 

affects hundreds of millions of people by 2100. “Every centimetre of sea-

level rise leads to coastal flooding and coastal erosion, disrupting people’s 

lives around the planet,” Shepherd said.

BoM spots opportunity in COVID-19 crisis
The state-run Bank of Maharashtra has sensed a business opportunity in the 

COVID-19 outbreak. It has issued a circular to all its branches and offices 

asking staff to beef up sales of health insurance products since such products 

are in demand now following the outbreak of the virus.

The circular, which has been reviewed by The Hindu , says the bank’s 

performance in selling life and non-life insurance products has been 

disappointing.

“The performance of the bank under this campaign is nowhere near 
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expectations in both ‘life insurance campaign’ and ‘non-life insurance 

campaign’, which is very disappointing. To give a push to the campaign, 

it is decided to observe a dedicated four days (March 18-21, 2020) drive 

for health insurance,” the communication said. “Looking at the risk of the 

pandemic COVID-19, awareness and demand for health insurance have 

increased. This is the time for us to use this as a business opportunity and 

help our customers by offering suitable health insurance products,” the 

circular reads.

The Pune-based bank acts as an agent for insurance companies such as 

United India Insurance, Future Generali and ManipalCigna.

However, the directive has not gone down well with its staff. “It is shocking to 

observe that when the entire nation is struggling with this medical emergency 

as a national disaster, Bank of Maharashtra administration is looking at it as 

a business opportunity,” said Devidas Tuljapurkar, general secretary, All India 

Bank Of Maharashtra Employees Federation.

“Bank employees with great difficulty and risk are attending the bank and 

asking them to fulfill the target for health insurance is inhuman and asking 

customers to purchase those policies is cruel,” he said, demanding the 

circular be withdrawn.

Not enough numbers for WHO trials: ICMR
The Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) has said that India will not 

participate in the World Health Organization’s (WHO) clinical trials for COVID-

19 as of now because the country has a very small sample size.

“The numbers that we can offer WHO is extremely limited as India is still 

witnessing local transmission. There is nothing stopping us from joining the 

trial later on, if there is a rise in COVID-19 numbers,” said Dr. R. Gangakhedkar, 

head, Epidemiology and Communicable Diseases-I.
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Meanwhile, the Department of Pharmaceuticals has issued a “warning” to 

manufacturers and importers of surgical and protective masks, and gloves 

and hand sanitisers, directing them to immediately furnish information on 

stocks of personal protection equipment.

Panels on homoeopathy, Indian system
Two Bills to set up national commissions for the Indian system of medicine 

and homoeopathy were passed by the Rajya Sabha  , with the government 

assuring the House that similar legislation for yoga and naturopathy would 

be brought as well.

The National Commission for Indian System of Medicine Bill, 2019 and the 

National Commission for Homoeopathy Bill, 2019 had been introduced in the 

Rajya Sabha in January 2019, after which they were sent to the Parliamentary 

Standing Committee on Health and Family Welfare.

Climate Change is causing Greenland, Antarctica to melt 6 
times faster than in the 1990s
Climate change is causing the Earth’s great ice sheets, Greenland and 

Antarctic, to lose ice six times faster than they were in the 1990s. The 

comprehensive assessment of data obtained from 11 satellite missions 

monitoring the regions suggests that if the current melting trend continues, it 

will result in the rising of sea levels by 6.7-inches by 2100.

As per NASA, ocean water is responsible for the majority of Antarctic ice loss 

and half of Greenland’s ice loss. The rest of the meltdown is caused by rising 

air temperatures.

The findings confirming the “worst-case” scenario of the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) were published in the journal Nature by 

an international team of 89 polar scientists from 50 organizations on March 
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12. The assessment was also supported by agencies like NASA and the 

European Space Agency (ESA).

An aerial view of the icebergs near Kulusuk Island, off the southeastern 

coastline of Greenland, a region that is exhibiting an accelerated rate of ice 

loss.Credit: NASA Goddard Space Flight Center

Climate change is causing the Earth’s great ice sheets, Greenland and 

Antarctic, to lose ice six times faster than they were in the 1990s. The 

comprehensive assessment of data obtained from 11 satellite missions 

monitoring the regions suggests that if the current melting trend continues, it 

will result in the rising of sea levels by 6.7-inches by 2100.

As per NASA, ocean water is responsible for the majority of Antarctic ice 

loss and half of Greenland’s ice loss. The rest of the meltdown is caused by 

rising air temperatures.

The findings confirming the “worst-case” scenario of the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) were published in the journal Nature by 

an international team of 89 polar scientists from 50 organizations on March 

12. The assessment was also supported by agencies like NASA and the 

European Space Agency (ESA).

This observation of changing ice sheets of Greenland and Antarctica is the 

most comprehensive assessment to date. To calculate changes in the mass 

of the Greenland and Antarctic ice sheets between 1992 and 2018, the Ice 
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Sheet Mass Balance Intercomparison Exercise team combined 26 surveys, 

which used measurements from satellites including NASA’s Ice, Cloud, 

and land Elevation Satellite and the joint NASA-German Aerospace Center 

Gravity Recovery and Climate Experiment.

The team led by Andrew Shepherd at the University of Leeds in England 

and Erik Ivins at NASA’s Jet Propulsion Laboratory in Southern California 

calculated that Greenland and Antarctica lost 81 billion tons per year in the 

1990s, compared with 475 billion tons of ice per year in the 2010s – a sixfold 

increase.

In total, the two ice sheets together have lost 6.4 trillion tons of ice since the 

1990s, which boosted global sea levels by 0.7 inches. “Together, the melting 

polar ice sheets are responsible for a third of all sea-level rise. Of this total 

sea-level rise, 60 per cent resulted from Greenland’s ice loss and 40 per cent 

resulted from Antarctica’s,” NASA said in a press release.

“Satellite observations of polar ice are essential for monitoring and predicting 

how climate change could affect ice losses and sea-level rise,” said Ivins. 

“While computer simulations allow us to make projections from climate 

change scenarios, the satellite measurements provide prima facie, rather 

irrefutable, evidence.”

According to the press release, this rate of melting could cause flooding that 

affects hundreds of millions of people by 2100. “Every centimetre of sea-

level rise leads to coastal flooding and coastal erosion, disrupting people’s 

lives around the planet,” Shepherd said.

Earth’s mantle, not core, might have generated planet’s 
magnetic field
Researchers from the University of California, San Diego have published a 

new study that suggests that it wasn’t always the core of Earth that generated 
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the magnetic field, instead, it could have been the mantle.

The study — Thermal and magnetic evolution of a crystallising basal magma 

ocean in Earth’s mantle — published in the journal Earth and Planetary 

Science Letters lends credence to the theory first proposed by a geophysicist 

at Scripps Institution of Oceanography at UC San Diego.

Mantle could have generated Earth’s magnetic field

The Earth has its own magnetic field that shields the planet from solar 

radiation. It also serves as the basis of navigation. The magnetic field has 

been believed to be the result of convection currents within the fluid of the 

planet’s outer core. However, the new study suggests that in the early days, 

it might have been the mantle that generated it.

The authors of the new study, Scripps Oceanography researchers Dave 

Stegman, Leah Ziegler, and Nicolas Blanc provide a “door-opening 

opportunity” to resolve inconsistencies in the narrative of the planet’s early 

days. The paper also coincides with two new studies from UCLA and Arizona 

State University geophysicists that expand on Stegman’s concept and apply 

it in new ways.

Problem with previous theory

In previous studies, Dave Stegman and Leah Ziegler had suggested that 

the mantle was not always completely solid. They suggested the existence 

of silicate-rich ‘basal magma ocean’ at the bottom of the mantle, in the early 

days of the Earth.

 

They claimed that this silicate-rich mantle could have produced Earth’s 

magnetic field at that point of time in the planet’s lifespan. However, this 

theory was not convincing as silicates are poor conductor of electricity and 

conductivity is important for convection currents that generate the magnetic 

field of the Earth.

New theory
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Now, the trio of Stegman, Ziegler, and Blanc, gives a new estimate of the 

theory, which is also supported by two recently published studies.

Dynamo theory explains the way planets generate magnetic fields through 

convection currents. While one study focuses on the possibility of silicate 

dynamo in the mantle during the early days of Earth, the other study discusses 

the mechanism and lifespan of silicate ‘basal magma ocean’ on Venus.

The study published in journal Nature says, “The Earth’s magnetic field may 

have transitioned from being produced by the basal magma ocean to being 

produced by the core near the end of the Archean”. It suggested that as 

oceans of magma cooled, the heat flowing out of the core increased and 

eventually led to the formation of the core dynamo.

JG O’Rourke, the author of the study published in the Geophysical Letters, 

explains in a statement to Scripps Institution of Oceanography, “Ultimately, 

our papers are complementary because they demonstrate that basal magma 

oceans are important to the evolution of terrestrial planets.”

Solar, Lunar eclipses 2020: When and where to watch eclipses 
this year
When the Sun, Earth, and the Moon align in a straight line (or form an almost 

straight configuration), we witness either a solar eclipse or a lunar eclipse 

depending on the position of the Earth. A solar eclipse happens during the 

New Moon when the Moon moves between Earth and the Sun to cast a 

shadow on the Earth blocking the rays of Sun. A lunar eclipse happens during 

a Full Moon when the Earth comes between the Sun and the Moon blocking 

the Sun’s rays from directly reaching the Moon.

Solar eclipses in 2020

There are three kinds of solar eclipses — total, partial, and annular along with 
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rare hybrid that is a combination of an annular and a total eclipse. There are 

between two and five solar eclipses every year. This year, there will be two 

solar eclipses— one is scheduled for Jun 21 and the other one is expected 

to occur on December 14.

Annular solar eclipse on June 21, 2020

As per timeanddate.com, the first solar eclipse of the year 2020 will fall on 

June 21. It will start at 9:15 am as per Indian Standard Timing (IST) and be 

visible until 3:04 pm. The full eclipse will start from 10:17 am to 2:02 pm 

where 12:10 pm will see the maximum eclipse.

The June 21 event will be an annular solar eclipse where the Moon will cover 

the Sun from the centre leaving the outer rim visible, thus creating a ring 

of fire. The event will be visible in India as well as much of Asia, Africa, the 

Pacific, and the Indian Ocean. Parts of Europe and Australia will also witness 

the June 21 event.

Total solar eclipse on December 14, 2020

The second and last solar eclipse of the year 2020 will occur on December 

14. As per timeanddate.com, the solar eclipse will start at 7:03 pm IST, reach 

the full eclipse by 8:02 pm, and the maximum eclipse will occur at 9:43 pm. 

The full eclipse will end at 11:24 pm, after which the partial eclipse will start 

and end by 12:23 am on December 15, 2020.

The December 14 event will be a total eclipse where the Moon completely 

blocks the Sun and casts a shadow over the planet. The celestial event 

will be visible directly from South America, Pacific, Atlantic, parts of Indian 

Ocean and Antarctica. Some parts of Africa will also witness the solar eclipse 

directly.

Lunar eclipses in 2020

Just like solar eclipses, lunar eclipses are also of three kinds– total, partial, 

and penumbral. The year 2020 has been listed to hold four lunar eclipses– 

one of which has been already witnessed in January. The remaining eclipses 
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have been scheduled to occur in June, July, and November.

Lunar eclipse on July 5, 2020

The third lunar eclipse of the year will occur between July 5. As per 

timeanddate.com, it will start at 8:37 am IST, reach maximum eclipse at 9:59 

am, and end at 11:22 am. As evident from the timing, it will not be visible in 

India. The regions which will withness the penumbral lunar eclipse of July 5 

include much of Africa, much of Nort America, South/West Europe, South 

America, Pacific, Atlantic, Indian Ocean, and Antarctica.

Lunar Eclipse on November 30, 2020

The fourth and final lunar eclipse of the year will occur on November 30, 

2020. It will start at 1:02 pm IST, and reach the maximum eclipse at 3:12 

pm. The penumbral eclipse will end at 5:23 pm on November 30, 2020. This 

eclipse will also be not visible from India. As per timeanddate.com, the regions 

where it will be visible include much of Europe, much of Asia, Australia, North 

America, South America, Pacific, Atlantic, and the Arctic.

Notably, there will be a total of four eclipses in 2021– two will be solar eclipses 

and two will be lunar ones.

How IBM’s supercomputer Summit is helping in the fight 
against coronavirus
As coronavirus pandemic continues with infections continuing to rise 

across the world, including in India, scientists are still searching for a cure 

to the COVID-19. IBM’s supercomputer Summit, the world’s most powerful 

one, has also been utilised in search for drugs that might be most effective 

against the virus.

According to an announcement, the researchers at US Department of 

Energy’s Oak Ridge National Laboratory (ORNL) have used IBM Summit to 

explore a possible cure for the virus. The Summit has already identified 77 
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small-molecule drug compounds, which could help in the fight against the 

SARS-CoV-2 coronavirus that is responsible for the pandemic.

However, given the exact structure of the virus is still not clear, scientists 

do caution that they will need more research and experiments to verify and 

confirm which chemicals will be able to fight the virus. Right now, what this 

research reveals are the ‘promising’ candidates against the virus.

“Summit was needed to rapidly get the simulation results we needed. It took 

us a day or two whereas it would have taken months on a normal computer. 

Our results don’t mean that we have found a cure or treatment for the Wuhan 

coronavirus. We are very hopeful, though, that our computational findings 

will both inform future studies and provide a framework that experimentalists 

will use to further investigate these compounds,” Jeremy Smith, director of 

the UT/ORNL Center for Molecular Biophysics said in a press statement.

So why the IBM Summit in the fight against coronavirus?

Given this is a pandemic and time is of essence, scientists needed to work 

quickly, far quicker than traditional methods of studying the virus in a lab. For 

scientists, they need quickly identify exactly how this virus works and what 

are the weak points and which drugs would prove most effective.

With Summit, scientists were able to run computer simulations to see how 

different variables react with different viruses, though it can result in billions of 

data points. For such complex simulations, a supercomputer is what provides 

the fastest turnaround.

In this case, two researchers “performed simulations on Summit of more than 

8,000 compounds to screen for those that are most likely to bind to the main 

‘spike’ protein of the coronavirus, rendering it unable to infect host cells,” 

according to the statement. The results have been published on ChemRxiv.

What did the results from IBM Summit show?

Researcher Micholas Smith built a model of the coronavirus’ spike protein, 

also called the S-protein. This is based on early studies of the structure.  With 
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the supercomputer, he simulated the different compounds docking to the S-

protein spike of the coronavirus to determine if any of them might prevent the 

spike from sticking to human cells.

“Using Summit, we ranked these compounds based on a set of criteria 

related to how likely they were to bind to the S-protein spike,” Micholas Smith 

said. The team found 77 small-molecule compounds, such as medications 

and natural compounds, which could be of value. In the simulations, these 

compounds bind to regions of the spike and could prevent entry into the 

human cells for the coronavirus.

The scientists have said they will run the computational study again. This is 

because a highly accurate S-protein model of the COVID-19 was released in 

Science. This may change the ranking of the chemicals likely to be of most 

use, according to the researchers.

This portable AI device can use coughing sounds to monitor 
COVID-19 trends
Scientists have developed a portable device powered by artificial intelligence 

(AI) which can detect coughing and crowd size in real time, then analyse 

the data to directly monitor trends in flu-like illnesses such as COVID-19. 

The researchers from the University of Massachusetts Amherst. In the US 

said the device called FluSense is envisioned for use in hospitals, healthcare 

waiting rooms and larger public spaces.

The cutting edge-computing platform may expand the arsenal of health 

surveillance tools used to forecast seasonal flu and other viral respiratory 

outbreaks, such as the COVID-19 pandemic or SARS, they said. The 

researchers noted that models like these can be lifesavers by directly 

informing the public health response during a flu epidemic.

These data sources can help determine the timing for flu vaccine campaigns, 
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potential travel restrictions, the allocation of medical supplies and more, they 

explained.

“This may allow us to predict flu trends in a much more accurate manner,” said 

Tauhidur Rahman, co-author of the study published in the journal Proceedings 

of the ACM on Interactive, Mobile, Wearable and Ubiquitous Technologies. 

The FluSense platform processes a low-cost microphone array and thermal 

imaging data with a Raspberry Pi and neural computing engine.

It stores no personally identifiable information, such as speech data or 

distinguishing images, noted PhD student and study lead author Forsad Al 

Hossain. The researchers first developed a lab-based cough model. They 

then trained the algorithm to create thermal images representing people, and 

then to count them.

“Our main goal was to build predictive models at the population level, not 

the individual level,” Rahman said. The researchers placed the FluSense 

devices, encased in a rectangular box about the size of a large dictionary, in 

four healthcare waiting rooms.

From December 2018 to July 2019, the FluSense platform collected and 

analysed more than 350,000 thermal images and 21 million non-speech audio 

samples from the public waiting areas. The researchers found that FluSense 

was able to accurately predict daily illness rates at the university clinic.

Multiple and complementary sets of FluSense signals “strongly correlated” with 

laboratory-based testing for flu-like illnesses and influenza itself, according 

to the researchers. “The early symptom-related information captured by 

FluSense could provide valuable additional and complementary information 

to current influenza prediction efforts,” the researchers noted.

“I thought if we could capture coughing or sneezing sounds from public spaces 

where a lot of people naturally congregate, we could utilise this information as 

a new source of data for predicting epidemiologic trends,” Rahman added.
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Under NSM, India to get 14 new supercomputers in 2020
Five years since launch, India is all set to experience the highest ever boost 

in its supercomputing capacities, with 14 new supercomputers set to be 

deployed this year.

These systems would be installed at various national-level research 

laboratories and academic institutions by end of 2020, stated Department 

of Science and Technology (DST) in an official statement issued  . Of these, 

three systems would be installed within a month.

Once deployed, the total number of supercomputers under Rs 4,500 crore-

National Supercomputing Mission (NSM) would grow to 17.

NSM is jointly led by DST and Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology 

(MeitY). Commissioned in May 2015, the nodal agencies spearheading the 

mission are Centre for Development of Advanced Computing (C-DAC), Pune, 

and Indian Institute of Sciences (IISc),Bengaluru. The NSM envisaged setting 

up a network of 70 high-performance computing facilities across academia 

and research institutes, by 2022.

Since the mission was approved until September 2019, only three systems — 

PARAM Shivay, PARAM Shakti and PARAM Bhrahma were deployed at IIT-

BHU, IIT-Kharagpur and Indian Institute of Science, Education and Research 

(IISER),Pune, respectively.

” They are equipped with applications from domains like Weather and Climate, 

Computational Fluid Dynamics, Bioinformatics, and Material science,” the 

DST stated.

In a report by The Indian Express report published on March 12, it was menioned 

that both the funding agencies had collectively released a sum to the tune 

of Rs 750.97 crore towards NSM, between May 2015 and September 2019. 

Three systems, which are still gearing up for installation, were originally to 

be deployed before March 2020. But DST has now deferred the deployment 
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by a month and it is expected to be completed prior to April 2020. These 

supercomputers will be made operational at IIT-Kanpur, Jawaharlal 

Nehru Centre for Advanced Scientific Research, Bengaluru, and IIT-

Hyderabad, DST said.

The major boost to the computing facility, is however, likely to be achieved 

towards the end of 2020, when 11 new supercomputing systems will be 

made operational. Of these, eight systems, with collectively compute power 

of 16 PetaFlop, will be deployed at institutions located in India’s Northeastern 

region.

Three of the new systems, each having a compute power of 3PetaFlop, 

will be commissioned at IIT-Mumbai, IIT-Chennai and Inter University 

Accelatator Centre, Delhi. “These systems will form the backbone of the 

National Knowledge Network,” DST mentioned.

C-DAC’s Pune and Bengaluru centres are set to further enhance their 

computing capacities, by adding a 20 Petaflop system and a 100 PetaFlop 

Artificial Intelligence supercomputing system, each. Additionally, C-DAC will 

also have a 650 TeraFlop system, solely dedicated towards country’s StartUp 

and businesses under Medium and Small Scale Industries (MSMEs).

As coronavirus looms, a hospital begins sterilizing masks 
for reuse
Facing a dire shortage of protective face masks for health care workers, 

administrators at the University of Nebraska Medical Center decided they 

had no choice.

Masks are certified for one-time use only. But Thursday, the center began an 

experimental procedure to decontaminate its masks with ultraviolet light and 

reuse them. Administrators plan to use each mask for a week or longer.

To the knowledge of the program’s administrators, the medical center is the 
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first to disinfect and reuse masks.

“We have talked with a lot of others around the country who are going after 

a similar approach,” said John Lowe, the medical center’s assistant vice 

chancellor for health security training and education, who designed the 

program.

When administrators made the decision, they knew the procedure violated 

regulations promulgated by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 

which said that if masks were decontaminated they could no longer be certified 

for use.

But late Thursday night, the agency issued new guidance, saying that “as 

a last resort, it may be necessary” for hospitals to use masks that were not 

approved by the National Institute for Occupational Safety and Health.

That change would seem to mean it is now acceptable for hospitals to 

decontaminate and reuse masks during the coronavirus pandemic, said Sean 

Gibbs, a professor of environmental health at Indiana University.

If that were not the case, he added, and then many hospitals would find 

themselves in a tightening bind as gear shortages spread: “What is preferred 

— not using respirator protection equipment or using a decontaminated 

respirator whose certification is voided?”

No one thinks reuse of face masks is ideal, and the practice may raise legal 

liability issues. But there seemed to be little choice.

Doctors and administrators at the University of Nebraska Medical Center 

calculated that if they continued to use masks only once, they would run out 

of masks in just weeks.

“We are making the best of bad choices,” said Dr. Mark Rupp, the medical 

center’s chief of infectious diseases.

He feels confident that the masks will still protect health care workers. “The 

data is very clear that you can kill and inactivate viruses with UV germicidal 
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irradiation,” he said. “It is also very clear that you will not damage the 

respirators.”

The alternative, Lowe said, would be to ask health care workers to carefully 

store their masks and reuse them without cleaning them. Handling a mask 

repeatedly also increases the chances that it will be contaminated.

“Health care workers are very apprehensive about that,” he said.

Decontamination and reuse of masks is not a new idea. Researchers have 

tested a variety of methods — ultraviolet light, bleach, ethylene gas, moist 

heat — and have concluded in published papers that decontamination can 

work.

But the studies were small, and scientific interest in decontamination has 

been sporadic and fleeting.

“People get interested around the time of a SARS epidemic or an H1N1 flu 

epidemic, and then they forget,” said Dr. Lynn Goldman, dean of George 

Washington University’s Milken Institute School of Public Health.

“When you have an epidemic, it’s very cool,” she added. “When you don’t 

have an epidemic, it’s not cool.

“If you are talking about cures, you can get very large grants” to study 

decontamination, Goldman added. “But if you are doing studies on prevention 

and protection, it’s very hard. It’s not clear whose job in the federal government 

it is to fund it.”

UV light was the Nebraska hospital’s choice because it is effective and 

convenient. Hospitals already use UV light to decontaminate rooms after 

patients with dangerous infections, like C. difficile, are moved.

The medical center also used UV light to disinfect rooms when it was treating 

Ebola patients a few years ago. Patients were sent there because the center 

has a sophisticated biocontainment area.

“We bring in large UV lamps, hit ‘start’ and leave the room,” Lowe said. “We 
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let it shine for three to five minutes. It disinfects anywhere it can shine.”

As for N95 masks, the kind used by health care workers, “there are really 

good data that it can decontaminate and that it doesn’t degrade the masks a 

significant amount,” Lowe said.

But, he added, “we inspect the masks before every use.” And the protocol 

Lowe designed uses three times the concentration of UV light needed to kill 

coronaviruses.

Masks conform somewhat to the health care workers face, and a tight seal 

is necessary. So each health care worker’s mask is returned to its user after 

decontamination.

Health care workers write their names on their masks before they first use 

them. After they remove the masks for decontamination, they are placed in 

brown bags labeled with their names.

The bags are transported to a special room covered in a beige paint that 

reflects UV light. After the masks are treated, each one goes into a white bag 

with the health care worker’s name on it.

The procedure is experimental, and there are uncertainties.

For instance: How many times can a mask be reused? For now, staff members 

will use each mask for a week before disposing of it. But the medical center 

may decide to keep using the masks for 10 days or even two weeks, Rupp 

said.

“Hopefully, that will at least buy us enough time to offer protection through 

this epidemic,” he added.

He knows there may be risks, but he believes the medical center has made 

the right choice.

“I sleep very well,” he said. “If we get sued, I still think we are doing the right 

thing.”
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A step closer to developing a potent drug against novel 
coronavirus
Designing better antivirals that would prevent the novel coronavirus (SARS-

CoV-2) from infecting human cells may now become possible thanks to a 

team of researchers producing the crystal structure of the main protease of 

the virus. Main virus protease is an enzyme that processes proteins critical 

to virus development. An antiviral that blocks this enzyme, as in the case of 

drugs used against HIV virus, effectively prevents the virus from replicating. 

Hence, such an inhibitor will be effective against the novel coronavirus. The 

results of the study were published in the journal Science.

Deciphering key enzyme

A team led by Rolf Hilgenfeld from the University of Lubeck, Germany 

developed the crystal structure of main protease of the virus at 1.75 angstrom 

resolution. And by redesigning an existing inhibitor developed for other 

coronaviruses, the researchers have been able to develop a potent inhibitor 

that can effectively block the enzyme and neutralise the novel coronavirus. 

“Based on the structure, we developed the lead compound into a potent 

inhibitor of the SARS-CoV-2,” they write.

Main virus protease is one of the best characterised drug targets among 

coronaviruses. The inhibitor against the main protease targets a specific 

region of the enzyme. And any antiviral that targets this region of the enzyme 

will be specific to the virus and will not be toxic to human cells.

The researchers had earlier designed broad-spectrum inhibitors of the main 

proteases of other coronaviruses. One of the inhibitors showed good antiviral 

activity against other coronaviruses. Now, the team chose that inhibitor and 

modified it to increase the amount of time the drug is present in the body and 

to improve its solubility in plasma.

After the modification, the half-life of the inhibitor (compound 13a) increased 
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three-fold, and the solubility improved by a factor of about 19. And to enhance 

the antiviral activity, the researchers further modified the inhibitor (compound 

13b).

The researchers found that the IC50 (concentration of the compound to 

produce 50% inhibition) to inhibit the novel coronavirus is 0.90 microMolar. 

The inhibitor showed good potency to block the replication of the virus at half 

maximal effective concentration of 1.75 micromolar. In human cells infected 

with the novel coronavirus, a higher half maximal effective concentration of 

the inhibitor was required.

Effective inhibitor

The metabolic stability of the 13a inhibitor originally modified was found to be 

“good” in both mouse and human microsomes (a fragment of endoplasmic 

reticulum and attached ribosomes). Even at the end of 30 minutes, around 

80% of the residual compound in mouse and 60% in human cells remained 

metabolically stable. When the inhibitor was administered subcutaneously 

into mice, the inhibitor was present in the plasma for as long as four hours 

but was excreted via urine for up to a day.

The half-life of the compound 13b was found to be 1.8 hours. But most 

importantly, even after 24 hours there was some amount (33 nanogram per 

gram) of the compound 13b in the lung tissue. The presence of the inhibitor 

in the lungs even at the end of a day is particularly signifiicant as the virus 

affects the lungs.

No adverse effects

The team tested for any adverse effects when mice inhaled the inhibitor 13b. 

“Inhalation was tolerated well and mice did not show any adverse effects, 

suggesting that this way, direct administration of the compound to the lungs 

would be possible,” they write.

Given the “favourable results” the study provides a “useful framework for 
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development” of drugs to combat the novel coronavirus, the authors claim in 

the paper.

‘The vaccine was rapidly synthesised as novel coronavirus 
sequence was available’
Just over three months after the genome sequence of the novel coronavirus 

(SARS-CoV-2) was shared by Chinese researchers, an messenger-RNA 

(mRNA) vaccine is being tested at Seattle in a Phase-1 clinical trial on 45 

healthy volunteers between the ages of 18 to 55 years over a period of 

approximately six weeks.

The trial began on March 16 at the Kaiser Permanente Washington Health 

Research Institute (KPWHRI) in Seattle. The study is evaluating different 

doses of the experimental vaccine for safety and its ability to induce an 

immune response in participants.

The vaccine (mRNA-1273) was developed by National Institute of Allergy and 

Infectious Diseases (NIAID), U.S., scientists and their collaborators at the 

biotechnology company Moderna, Inc., based in Cambridge, Massachusetts. 

The Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI) supported the 

manufacturing of the vaccine candidate for the Phase 1 clinical trial.

Virologist Gagandeep Kang, who is the executive director of the Translational 

Health Science and Technology Institute (THSTI), Faridabad, in an email 

to The Hindu, explains how the mRNA vaccine is developed and how it has 

become possible to get the vaccine ready for testing so quickly.

What makes the use of messenger-RNA (mRNA) for the vaccine different 

from the conventional vaccines and how does it work?

Most of the vaccines we know are based on a whole organism (bacteria 

or virus, living or dead) or a part of an organism. Usually these organisms 

cause disease, but to make vaccines, the organism are manipulated by heat, 
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chemical or other biological approaches to ensure that their pathogenicity 

has been removed. These vaccines, when given to a person, act like an 

infection, but without producing disease. The parts of the organism which are 

recognised by the immune response are called antigens, and when they are 

recognised, an immune response is made, as either antibodies or activated 

immune cells that protect from disease when the same infection is seen 

again.

Unlike a usual vaccine, RNA vaccines work by the introduction of an mRNA 

sequence into the host’s cells. This mRNA codes for a disease-specific antigen. 

Once inside a cell, the mRNA instructs the cell to produce the antigen, which 

is recognised by the immune system which makes an antibody or cellular 

response.

Currently, two forms of mRNA vaccines are been widely developed against 

multiple pathogens: conventional mRNA vaccines and self-amplifying mRNA 

vaccines, which are derived from positive strand RNA viruses.

How has it become possible to develop an mRNA vaccine in just about three 

months? Is it necessary to have the virus to develop the vaccine?

In part, reseachers were able to quickly develop mRNA-1273 because of 

prior studies of related coronaviruses that cause SARS and MERS.

We have incredible genome sequencing capacity now, and got the SARS-CoV-

2 sequence in early January 2020. Since all you need for the mRNA vaccine 

is the sequence of the pathogen, a vaccine could be rapidly synthesised in 

the laboratory.

The mRNA can be made synthetically by in vitro transcription or reading of a 

plasmid DNA template, with a recombinant RNA polymerase. A cap and tail 

are attached to from a mature mRNA sequence.

No, the virus is not required, but the genome sequence [of the virus] is needed. 

The messenger RNAs are produced synthetically and this is what makes the 

technology rapid and reproducible.
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Since a particular protein (spike protein) found on the virus is what binds to 

receptors found on human cells and then infect them, will the vaccine use 

mRNAs produced for this protein?

The first vaccine to enter human trials is Moderna’s mRNA-1273. This is a 

novel lipid nanoparticle-encapsulated mRNA vaccine that codes for the full-

length prefusion stabilised spike (S) protein.

How do vaccine developers know which mRNAs of the spike protein are 

produced? How do they select the correct ones to be included in the 

vaccine?

The gene sequences of the proteins of coronaviruses are known. Even with 

a novel virus, it is possible to figure out which sequence codes for which 

protein. Only one mRNA is included and it is selected based on sequence 

matching.

Are the mRNAs used in the vaccine packed in some protective material or 

used bare?

In the case of Moderna, the mRNA is stabilised so that is protected from 

enzymes that might break it down.

Has this vaccine already been tested in animals for safety or is it tested on 

human volunteers bypassing animal trials? How ethical is this?

The US FDA has approved studies to proceed in parallel so human studies 

are also being done with the same product. The mRNA platform technology 

by which the vaccine was made has already been used safely in 1,700 

volunteers for other mRNA vaccines. So the FDA will have considered 

that in its decision. There are always worries about ethics when testing in 

emergencies, because safety should be paramount for vaccines, but there is, 

so far, no safety signal [adverse effects] from the Moderna mRNA platform.

With regard to the parallel studies in animals also, one unusual aspect of the 

mRNA-1273 vaccine is that although other formulations of similar vaccines 
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have been tested on animals, this particular vaccine construct has not been 

evaluated in the appropriate animal model which is a transgenic mouse 

expressing the ACE2 receptor. Tal Zaks, Chief Medical Officer of Moderna 

was quoted in STAT, a news outlet, as saying: “I don’t think proving this in 

an animal model is on the critical path to getting this to a clinical trial,” He 

also pointed out that National Institute of Health scientists are “working on 

nonclinical research in parallel.”

Has there been any instance before when an mRNA vaccine has been 

tested on humans?

Many candidate vaccines have been produced using this technology and 

are in various phases of testing. Currently, there are over 20 candidates 

for infectious diseases and cancers from multiple groups. This is a new 

technology and, as yet, there are no licensed products.

Will mRNA vaccine produce better protection against the virus than vaccines 

developed through the conventional route?

We do not know yet what will work and how well, which is why multiple 

approaches are being taken for vaccine development.

Long-tailed macaques show rich tool-use behaviour
In recent times, there has been a lot of interest among primatologists in 

studying object handling and tool-use in non-human primates such as apes 

and chimpanzees. A study from IISER Mohali has looked into how long-

tailed macaques (Macaca fascicularis umbrosus) in Greater Nicobar Island 

handle objects and use tools to simplify their efforts.

The researchers observed interesting behaviour related to object manipulation 

and tool use in six behavioural contexts involving eight different types of 

objects. They also saw that males were more frequently involved in tool 

use than females. The results of the study are published in the International 
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Journal of Primatology.

There is a crucial difference between tool use and object use. A tool helps 

the user get better outcomes. Jayashree Mazumder, first author of the paper 

explains in an email to The Hindu: “When we change either the function or 

structure... of an object, we make it a tool. But when we use an item in the 

manner it is supposed to be used, we are not making it a tool… it is an object 

use.”

Identifying individuals

Observing the long-tailed macaques from a distance of about 10 metres for 

close to four months, Ms Mazumder, who is working for her PhD at IISER 

Mohali, has developed a catalogue of the individuals studied. Each individual 

was identified based on marks on the face or body. “Identifying adults is easy. 

They are like humans with distinct features, for example, presence of black or 

white spots in different locations of the face, scar marks, body size, sex and 

behaviour. The juveniles and sub-adults were slightly difficult but they too can 

be identified in a similar fashion,” says Ms Mazumder.

Stefano S.K. Kaburu, professor at the University of Wolverhampton, U.K., 

a co-author of the paper introduced her to the behavioural data collecting 

software and guided her in designing the study methods.

Prevalent in males

As per their observations, 14 individuals used tools, and tool-use was more 

common among males. “The biased nature of tool-use could be due to many 

reasons. It has been hypothesised that the weight of the individual has 

something to do with the tool-culture. Again, the tool activity itself also defines 

who uses them more often, says Ms Mazumder.

She gives the example of how among chimpanzees, females excel in fishing, 

which they learn from their mothers. Males, on the other hand, become adept 

in hunting, which they pick up from their peers. “Thus there could be social, 

ecological as well as demographic factors that could decide how tool-culture 
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is divided among the animals. But we need more studies to come to any 

conclusion,” she says.

According to her, the most exciting part was how the macaques decide 

what tool and technology to use. “Some of the macaques had few trials and 

errors, but it did not take them long to understand that the technique or tool 

was not providing the best outcome, and therefore, they were very quick in 

switching,” she says.

Though the long-tailed macaques are further from humans in relatedness than 

chimpanzees or apes, this study could offer a perspective on evolutionary 

origins of tool use behaviour.

Musical scales are a prehistoric gift to u
During the last a few months, several groups have come up with interesting 

publications on how music affects the mind. The first is a report on March 1 from 

a group from Indiana University in the U.S., stating that music may overcome 

delirium in critically ill patients (https://doi.org/10.4037/ajcc2020175). Such 

patients experience acute mental disturbance, with speech disorder and 

hallucinations. The researchers attempted to try music as a drug-free 

intervention in 117 such patients, and gave half of them music - either their 

own personally chosen music (PM), or relaxing slow tempo music (STM), 

and compared them with a control group which was not offered music. The 

music was offered to the experimental group for 1 hour, twice daily for a week, 

and their progress noted. Results revealed that such music delivery (PM or 

STM, either was OK) reduced the incidence of delirium. When audio-books 

were offered instead of music, it did not help! The STM chosen had relaxing 

(60-80 beats per minute) classical music, native American flute sounds, or 

relaxing piano music — all preselected by a board-certified music therapist. 

They concluded that music is a useful non-pharmacological intervention for 
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critically ill patients.

A little earlier was published a report in Current Science (118(4), 612-620; 

2020 ) from Dr. B. Geethanjali of SSN College, Chennai, and her colleagues, 

titled “Evaluating the effect of music intervention on hypertension”. They did 

a randomised controlled assessment of 200 high-blood-pressure patients, 

measuring their heart rate, respiratory rate (RR) and mean arterial pressure 

(MAP), and found that these parameters declined after music intervention 

for one month. The researchers chose to offer music intervention, along 

with the regular treatment, and chose the raga Hindolam (or Malkauns) — a 

pentatonic, ‘low arousal’, and pleasant one. (As we all know and experience, 

fast music and rhythms are ‘high arousal’, and excite us).

About this time also, the well known music therapist, Rajam Shankar of 

Hyderabad came out with a scholarly and well-researched monograph: “the 

healing power of music”, with details on the kind of ragas that can be used in 

therapy, and a detailed description of as many as 35 known Carnatic music 

ragas (many common to Hindustani music too), and some case studies.

‘Universality’ to music appreciation

Note that while America’s Indiana University researchers used music that 

was familiar to the patients of the ‘Western’ cultural background, and the 

Chennai authors used the music familiar in the South, the question is can 

music penetrate cultural differences with its ability to evoke emotions? This 

is the question that was studied by the brain researcher Nandini Chatterji 

Singh of the National Brain Research Centre at Manesar, Haryana, and the 

results of her studies have appeared six months ago in the journal PLos 

One (https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0222380). Here, she and her 

group played excerpts from twelve ragas from Hindustani music, online to 

144 people from many parts of India, and 112 participants from non-Indian 

cultural backgrounds ( from the U.S., the U.K., parts of Europe, Japan, Korea). 

They played the aalap part (a slow paced introduction of the swaras of the 
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raga, which define the sequence of the notes of the octave, with no rhythm) 

followed by the gat (the same melodic sequence of the swaras but in a faster 

pace, and with the accompaniment of a percussion instrument (usually a 

tabla) with an explicit rhythmic cycle). These were played on a sarod. When 

ragas such as Hansadhwani were played, both the ‘encultured’ listeners from 

India and the ‘non-encultured’ group from abroad felt ‘happy’ or ‘romantic’, 

and when the raga Marwa was played, they described a feeling of ‘sadness’. 

The non-encultured group responded to the rhythmic part, the gat, more 

readily. This, the researchers point out, is in agreement with other reports 

wherein American members in the audience reacted more readily when they 

witnessed traditional Indian classical dance. There thus appears to be an 

‘universality’ in emotions in the auditory domain. They further note that a 

similar kind of reaction when foreigners were invited to listen to music of the 

Javanese people.

Ancestral gift!

This raises the question of how this universality has come about, and how 

music across the world uses the basic tonal alphabets and rhythms. Is this 

an evolutionary gift to us, much as DNA sequences are? What are the origins 

of music in us humans? A whole field termed ‘biomusicality’ has come about 

since the 1990s, which studies the origins of music, what areas of the brain 

are involved in music processing and the functions, uses and costs of music 

making, and what universal features can be detected across various cultures. 

Some researchers have suggested that prehistoric humans played the ‘drum’ 

from whatever material they found suitable, and that it is an evolutionary 

borrowal from our ancestral cousins, the primates. And some archaeologists 

have looked at the kind of music from prehistoric, Paleolithic ages of humans 

(Neanderthals) about 4000-5000 years ago. The first such prehistoric musical 

instrument was a ‘flute’, made of the bone of a young bear, in Slovenia; this 

find has at least three holes in the hollowed out bone, perhaps there were 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     MARCH
     2020
     VOL.66

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

more, which were broken away when found.

Another set of flutes, found in the Jiahu region of China, was dated even 

earlier (7000 -8000 years ago, using isotope dating methods), and when the 

researchers played them (vertically like a shehnai), they found the music 

reminded them of the traditional do, re, fa, so la, ti (or sa, re, ga, ma pa..) 

scale! (More on this in my earlier column in The Hindu, of October 14, 1999). 

Recall what Saint Thyagaraja wrote: Sobhillu Saptaswara ( worship the 

goddess presiding over the seven swaras- from the navel to the heart to the 

throat, tongue and the nostrils)!

Isolation is India’s best weapon: ICMR
Isolation, and not indiscriminate testing, is the only way India can limit the 

spread of COVID-19, Balram Bhargava, Director-General, Indian Council of 

Medical Research (ICMR) said.

A lockdown is the most important step in breaking transmission of the 

infection, he said, adding that the State governments have now been directed 

to earmark hospitals specifically to accommodate COVID-19 patients.

India   reported a total of 376 cases and seven deaths, show Union Health 

Ministry data, with 14,90,303 persons screened at airports so far. The ICMR 

noted that it had tested over 16,109 individuals, and over 7,000 were currently 

under surveillance.

Professor Bhargava told presspersons that testing had been scaled up with 

111 labs offering COVID-19 tests. Also, four of 60 online applications received 

from the private sector to test for the virus had been approved.

“There has been no delay in allowing private labs to test. The idea was to put 

in place enough safety nets to prevent any accidents to medical personnel 

handling this highly infectious virus,’’ he said.

Highlighting testing facilities available and the spread of the virus, Professor 
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Bhargava said that very few drug trials across the world were working 

currently.

“India in the past one week has tested 5,000 samples and has the capacity 

to scale up to 50,000-70,000 tests a week. Compared to this, France tested 

10,000 a week, the U.K. 16,000 a week and the U.S. 26,000 a week. The virus 

test can be positive between two and 14 days and 80% people experience 

only mild symptoms and 55% need hospitalisation. But we are dealing with a 

highly infectious and unknown virus, so isolation is our biggest weapon,” he 

said.

R. Gangakhedkar, scientist at ICMR, said India was in no way working 

against World Health Organization (WHO) norms, and the focus now was 

on breaking transmission. “We are right now not in a position to say that 

community transmission is happening; maybe, by Tuesday, we will have a 

clearer picture,” he said.

Ventilators ordered

Responding to the issue of national hospital infrastructure, Lav Agarwal, Joint 

Secretary, Union Health Ministry, did not give specific numbers of beds and 

ventilators available. He said that India had placed orders for 1,200 ventilators. 

“We have enough stock of personal protection equipment and have asked the 

States to use all their resources to ensure that the poor and disadvantaged 

groups don’t suffer. Our approach is preventive while being prepared,” he 

said.

Meanwhile, Thyrocare, Mumbai, Suburban Diagnostics, Mumbai, Metropolis 

Healthcare, Mumbai, Sir H.N. Reliance Foundation Hospital and Research 

Centre, Mumbai are the first four private labs to get clearance to test for the 

novel coronavirus, SARS-Cov-2, which causes COVID-19.
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Earth’s mini-moon left the planet’s orbit, but there will be 
more to come
Last month, astronomers discovered a mini-moon — named 2020 CD3 

— orbiting the Earth, making it official for our planet to have two moons. 

However, it turned out to be a brief affair of events as the mini-moon left the 

planet’s orbit.

2020 CD3 was first discovered on February 15 using the NASA-funded 

Catalina Sky Survey observatory in Arizona. According to the astronomers, 

the object may have entered Earth’s orbit three years ago. Bill Gray, an 

astronomy-software developer, told the Atlantic that the 2020 CD3 likely left 

our orbit on March 7. Based on the observations, astronomers believe that 

the mini-moon could be about 3 to 6 feet wide.

It is not confirmed whether 2020 CD3 was a small asteroid or a little chunk 

from our own moon, broken off in an impact with another space rock.

2020 CD3’s departure did not come as a surprise to the astronomers as 

it was following an unstable orbit around Earth, meaning it was travelling 

farther and farther away from the planet until it was able to break free from 

our planet’s pull. Currently, it is on its way to follow its original trajectory 

around the Sun.

Other temporary moons around Earth

The discovery of 2020 CD3 is the second instance of astronomers finding 

a temporary mini-moon orbiting the Earth. In September 2006, astronomers 

discovered a near-Earth asteroid — named 2006 RH120 — about 9 meters-

wide flying around our planet.

The asteroid followed a path around the Sun, due to its close approach to 

the Earth and the Moon, it was temporarily captured by Earth’s gravitational 

pull, causing it to become the planet’s mini-moon for about nine months. The 

2006 RH 120 left Earth’s orbit in June 2007.

More mini-moons to come
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With the 2020 CD3 leaving the Earth’s orbit, astronomers believe it won’t be 

the last time for Earth to have a temporary mini-moon. “We’re continually in 

a transient ballet with small objects that are changing their orbits,” Michele 

Bannister, a planetary astronomer at the University of Canterbury in New 

Zealand, told The Atlantic.

“Sometimes, one of them will be on an orbit that is sufficiently close, exactly 

the right parameters where we can pick it up and dance with it for a while. 

And these short dances,” she added.

Meteorite found to have superconducting alloy for the first 
time ever
For the first time, scientists have discovered trace amounts of superconducting 

materials in extraterrestrial objects. According to a new study, these naturally 

occurring superconducting materials were found embedded inside two 

distinct meteorites that crash-landed on Earth.

Superconductors are important for humans as the material can conduct 

electrical current without resistance. The material ensures ‘perfect’ conductivity 

and finds use in a lot of areas. Even though the superconductor inside the 

Australian meteorite is a known material, its discovery in space debris comes 

as a shock.

Meteorites have been known to deliver minerals to Earth that we have 

never seen before as well as materials that are older than our Solar System 

itself. However, this is the first time meteorites crash-landed on Earth with 

embedded superconductive grains.

Researchers from UC San Diego investigated fragments from 15 different 

meteorites using magnetic field modulated microwave spectroscopy to 

detect traces of superconductivity inside samples. They found one in an iron 

meteorite Mundrabilla— one of the largest meteorites ever found that was 
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discovered in Australia in 1911. The other one is a rare ureilite meteorite GRA 

95205 which was located in Antarctica a quarter-century ago.

The study is published in the PNAS or Proceedings of the National Academy 

of Sciences of the United States of America. According to the research, 

measurements and analysis identified alloys of lead, indium, and tin in the 

meteorite sample which were not previously found in space debris.

“Even the simplest superconducting mineral, lead, is only rarely found 

naturally in its native form, and, to our knowledge, there are no previous 

reports of natural lead samples superconducting,” the authors explain in 

their paper.

WHO Europe sees ‘encouraging signs’
The World Health Organization’s European office said   it saw “encouraging 

signs” as Italy reported a lower rate of infections of the new coronavirus, 

cautioning it was too soon to say whether the worst had passed.

“While the situation remains very serious, we are starting to see some 

encouraging signs,” WHO Regional Director for Europe, Hans Kluge, told 

a press conference. “Italy, which has the highest number of cases in the 

region, has just seen a slightly lower rate of increase, though it is still too 

early to say that the pandemic is peaking in that country,” he added.

WHO Europe said that to date over 220,000 cases of COVID-19 had been 

reported on the continent, along with 11,987 deaths.

That means that globally, roughly six out of every 10 cases and seven out 

of 10 deaths have been reported in Europe, with the number of confirmed 

infections worldwide now over 4,00,000.

Mr. Kluge cautioned governments and citizens to be aware of the “new 

reality” created by the pandemic and prepare for the long term impact. “This 

is not going to be a sprint; this is going to be a marathon.”
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Australia’s record heat has resulted in damage to large parts 
of the Great Barrier Reef
Record-breaking warm waters have bleached large parts of Australia’s Great 

Barrier Reef this year, as they did in 2016 and 2017, scientists reported 

Thursday — the latest sign that global warming threatens the health of one 

of the world’s most important marine ecosystems.

“We can confirm that the Great Barrier Reef is experiencing its third mass-

bleaching event in five years,” David Wachenfeld, chief scientist of the Great 

Barrier Reef Marine Park Authority, said in a video posted on its website.

Water that is warmer than normal stresses the corals that create a reef, 

causing them to lose color and even become white. Corals that experience 

minor or moderate bleaching usually recover, but those that are severely 

bleached often die.

Scientists say that reefs around the world have been dying at an alarming 

rate for several years because of global warming. Reef corals grow very 

slowly, and while most of them can only live in warm water, they are highly 

sensitive to above-normal temperatures.

The Great Barrier Reef is estimated to support thousands of marine species, 

and it is essential to the lives of some aboriginal groups and the natives of the 

Torres Strait Islands, between the Australian mainland and New Guinea. It 

also drives significant economic activities like tourism and fishing; scientists 

said that important areas for reef tourism, particularly in the north, have not 

been hit badly this year.

The Great Barrier Reef Authority, an Australian government agency, based 

its announcement of mass bleaching on observations, still underway, made 

in the water and from the air.

The data is new, but not surprising. The same weather patterns that generated 

record-breaking heat and catastrophic fires in Australia during the Southern 

Hemisphere’s spring and summer have also heated the oceans.
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In terms of water temperatures around the reef, February was the warmest 

month on record, with readings in some places more than 5 degrees Fahrenheit 

above average for the time of year, the authority recently reported.

“The Great Barrier Reef remains under pressure from heat stress that 

accumulated over the 2019-20 summer, particularly in February and early 

March 2020, and resultant bleaching that is occurring,” the authority said in 

a statement released Thursday.

The reef — really a network of hundreds of reefs — is the world’s largest, 

running for more than 1,100 miles in the Pacific Ocean, off Australia’s 

tropical northeastern coast. It consists primarily of the bleached remains of 

countless past generations of corals and mollusks, with living corals and 

other invertebrates clinging to its surface.

“Some reefs that have been surveyed have had no bleaching whatsoever, 

right through to reefs with very severe bleaching, with 80% or more of the 

corals observed being bleached,” Wachenfeld said. Taking into account 2016 

and 2017, he added, “Many of those reefs are bleaching for the third time.”

In 2017, after the last mass bleaching, scientists reported that large stretches 

of the reef were dead or dying.

Last year, before the recent heat wave and bleaching, the authority published 

a detailed assessment of the reef’s outlook, an analysis that is conducted 

every five years. Of the dozens of ecological indicators it gauged, about 40% 

“are in poor to very poor condition,” it said, and “some critical ecosystem 

functions have deteriorated since 2014.”

The government’s Reef 2050 plan aims to reduce the water pollution that 

also threatens corals, regulating factors like agricultural runoff, dredging and 

port development. There are also programs in place to control sudden spikes 

in the population of crown-of-thorns seastars, which feed on coral.

But those measures cannot make up for the damage done by global warming, 
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scientists warn. “Climate change,” the reef authority said Thursday, “remains 

the single greatest challenge to the reef.”

The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has opened up the liquidity floodgates for 

banks even as it reduced the key interest rate sharply by 75 bps and allowed 

equated monthly instalments (EMIs) to be deferred by three months in a 

move to fight the economic impact of the countrywide lockdown to check the 

spread of novel coronavirus.

The repo rate was reduced to by 75 bps 4.4% while the reverse repo rate 

was cut by 90 bps point to 4%. The higher reduction in the reverse repo rate 

was aimed at prompting banks to lend more rather than keeping their excess 

liquidity with the RBI.

Unprecedented crisis

“We are living through an extraordinary and unprecedented situation. 

Everything hinges on the depth of the COVID-19 outbreak, its spread and its 

duration,” RBI governor Shaktikanta Das said.

“Clearly, a war effort has to be mounted to combat the virus, involving both 

conventional and unconventional measures,” Mr. Das said.

The meeting of the Monetary Policy Committee (MPC) which was scheduled for 

March 31 and April 1,3, was advanced to March 27 due to the unprecedented 

crisis.

While cutting benchmark a rate, the RBI has continued with its accommodative 

stance. Four of the six members of the monetary policy committee voted in 

favour of a 75 bps rate cut.

Apart from cutting the repo rate, RBI has also reduced the cash reserve 

ratio of banks which released Rs. 1.37 lakh crore liquidity. This, along with 

other measures, will see an infusion of Rs. 3.74 lakh crore into the banking 

system.

RBI has also allowed banks to defer payment of EMIs on home, car, personal 
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loans as well as credit card dues for three months till May 31. Since non-

payment will not lead to non-performing asset classification by banks, there 

will be no impact on credit score of the borrowers.

State Bank of India, the country’s largest lender, promptly responded to the 

RBI’s action and reduced the lending rates linked to a external benchmark 

and the repo rate by 75 bps. Interest rate on external benchmark linked loans 

was cut from 7.8% to 7.05% and those are linked to repo rate were cut to 

6.65%. “Consequently, EMIs on Home Loan accounts get cheaper by around 

Rs. 52 per 1 lakh on a 30-year loan,” SBI said.

India to join WHO drug trial
India is all set to join World Health Organisation (WHO)’s “Solidarity Trial” 

aimed at rapid global search for drugs to treat COVID-19 infection. It will test 

four different drugs or combinations and compare their effectiveness.

COVID-19: This AI network could help detect cases using 
chest X-ray images
As the COVID-19 pandemic continues and more cases come to light globally, 

the use of artificial intelligence or AI-based tools to help detect the disease 

is being explored more extensively. The latest tool that wants to help in the 

early detection of potential coronavirus cases is COVID-Net, which is a 

deep neural network that will look at chest radiography images to determine 

whether a patient is infected.

Researcher’s part of the Canadian startup DarwinAI Corp along with 

researchers Linda Wang and Alexander Wong at the University of Waterloo, 

Canada have designed this AI-system to help with the detection of COVID-

19 cases, and published details in a research paper.

One difference is that the system is open source and available to the general 
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public. In China too, researchers at Alibaba’s DAMO academy have been 

working on AI tools which rely on the chest x-rays and CT-scans to help detect 

and diagnose COVID-19 positive cases.

One reason why AI tools are being proposed is the spread of the pandemic 

and how it is quickly overwhelming doctors and healthcare systems across the 

world. With time being, crucial AI could help shorten the period for detection 

and positive confirmation of a COVID-19 case and provide assistance to 

doctors.

According to the paper submitted by the Canadian researchers, “effective 

screening of infected patients” could help. One way is to look at radiological 

images for the chest as other studies have shown that COVID-19 patients do 

present abnormalities in chest radiography images, which are characteristic 

of the infection.

The researchers have used an open source chest radiography dataset for 

training their COVID-Net. The researchers claim the COVID-Net network 

had a strong 80 per cent prediction for detecting the COVID-19 cases in the 

data sets, though they did warn the number of positive cases in this data set 

was limited. The COVIDx database being used by the researchers only has 

“68 radiography images from 45 COVID-19 patient cases,” according to the 

paper.

“A better view of effectiveness will improve as more COVID-19 patient cases 

become available,” note the researchers. There were also false positives by 

the system.

The researchers do caution that the network is not yet a full ready solution 

and more work is needed. They note in the paper, “By no means a production-

ready solution, the hope is that the open access COVID-Net, along with 

the description on constructing the open source COVIDx dataset, will be 

leveraged and build upon by both researchers and citizen data scientists alike 

to accelerate the development of highly accurate yet practical deep learning 
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solutions for detecting COVID-19 cases and accelerate treatment of those 

who need it the most.”

At ‘Zero Point’, flight from hunger beats fight against virus
The “Zero Point” on the Yamuna Expressway   transformed into a surging 

sea of migrant workers left with no option but to return home. But while 

they have a pressing need to do so as COVID-19 has deprived them of 

a livelihood in the national capital, the main casualty of the exodus is the 

physical distancing required to prevent the spread of the novel coronavirus.

Headed to Agra, Aligarh, Lucknow and in some cases, to destinations in 

various districts of Bihar, wave after wave of out-of-work migrant workers and 

their families thronged the location, a few metres from where the expressway 

connecting Gautam Buddha Nagar to Agra in Uttar Pradesh originates, to try 

their luck at boarding a vehicle.

Early in the morning, the district administration announced that 200 State-run 

buses had been arranged to ferry commuters to various locations every two 

hours from the area. The question “If not this, what else?” was as ubiquitous 

as the confusion on their faces and the backpacks — packed tightly with the 

odds and ends they could muster in a hurry — on their shoulders.

“I want to go to Kanpur; since there are no trains available, any form of 

transport which takes me anywhere close to my destination from here will do 

at this point. I’m going to die soon any way. If I stay here it will be of hunger, 

if I contract the infection, I can at least die on my own soil,” Manish Kumar 

said. He used to work at a cloth factory at Kasna, which has been shut for a 

week now.

“I have a small wholesale fruits business. The weather changed and all my 

stock got destroyed because there was no one to supply ice or a place 

to store my stock. I’d rather go home than go hungry or beg here. What 
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else is there to do?” said Kapil, who was looking to travel home to Agra. 

A head constable attached to the Alpha 2 police station and deployed on 

the Expressway said the number of commuters had increased since the 

government’s announcement. “We are trying to help as many people as we 

can to get on both private and government vehicles after the announcement 

this morning. Buses operated by the Uttar Pradesh State Road Transport 

Corporation have been deployed. We are trying to ensure that as many 

passengers as possible get aboard,” he said.

Set aflutter each time a vehicle — whether an SUV, a minivan or a bus loaded 

with passengers occupying even its roof — would slow down near it, the 

gathering of over a hundred-odd hopeful commuters would slightly decrease 

in number every two to five minutes before more would join it, having walked 

several kilometres to be a part of it.

Being fed vegetarian biriyani and provided water by some volunteers, the 

workers would thank their benefactors inattentively, their eyes fixed on the 

road in front of them.

“Things are really bad here... You know what is happening, then why do you 

keep asking? I’ve told you I’m on my way. I have nowhere else to go, I will 

come home soon, trust me,” Animesh, a factory hand, said as he broke down 

while talking to his mother on the phone as he looked down from the elevated 

arches of the highway he was on.

“They should have allowed us to come here two days ago,” he complained. 

“For two whole days, both in the morning and the evening, I tried to come 

here so I could catch a bus or use any other means to go home in Munger 

[Bihar]. The police beat me every time I tried to reach the expressway. I will 

get on any bus, any vehicle; I’ll start walking from wherever it drops me,” he 

said.
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‘Countries reporting less than 20% of symptomatic cases’
Professor Adam Kucharski, who is an Associate Professor and the Sir 

Henry Dale Fellow at the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine, 

specialises in the mathematical analysis of infectious disease outbreaks. He 

spoke to The Hindu about the global coronavirus pandemic, specifically on 

what nations can learn from models of infectious outbreaks, and even of fake 

news. Edited excerpts:

In your book, The Rules of Contagion: Why Things Spread – and Why They 

Stop , you talk about Ronald Ross, a Nobel Prize-winning British doctor who 

in the late 19th century discovered that mosquitoes spread malaria. How can 

we apply the blend of mathematics, biology and societal analysis that he did 

to predict the endgame scenario for the coronavirus pandemic today?

One of the key insights that Ross made was regarding the control of infection. 

People had this idea that you couldn’t control malaria until you could remove 

every single last mosquito. Ross used these simple, conceptual models and 

realised that actually you don’t need to remove every last mosquito. Once 

you get the density of mosquitos low enough, the chances are that someone 

who is infected would recover before they pass it on to others.

We can think of a similar idea with a lot of the physical distancing measures 

that are coming in. Initially, there may still be some infectious people out 

there, but because these measures are in place, they will have the infection 

and recover before they pass it on to someone else. That’s what we’ve seen 

in places like Wuhan.

How, in terms of the mathematics of epidemiology, does COVID-19 differ from 

other major infectious outbreaks such as the Spanish flu, SARS or Ebola?

There are a number of broad principles that we can use to understand these 

infections. These can apply across a number of pathogens, particularly in 

understanding the magnitude of spread. So, each person who gets infected, 
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on average, how many people are they giving the virus to? For COVID-19, 

it is about two or three. We can also think about the time scales: if you have 

one case, how long on average is it until the person infected then shows 

symptoms? For COVID-19, that’s about five days or so.

One of the big challenges or differences of COVID-19, as opposed to SARS 

or Ebola, is that a lot of transmission seems to be happening very early 

on in the infection, when people don’t have symptoms or have very mild 

symptoms. One of the reasons why infections like Ebola and SARS have 

been easier to control is that a lot of people who are highly infectious have 

very distinctive symptoms.

That means you can identify them, look at whom they’ve come in contact 

with, and make sure those people have been quarantined. However, for 

COVID-19, a lot of the transmission happens among people who might feel 

perfectly well, or might have a slight cough, for example. That makes it very 

hard to pick up all the infections.

India has a relatively low number of confirmed cases and correspondingly 

fewer recorded deaths linked to COVID-19. Given the size and density of our 

population, does this seem a little suspicious to you?

I think in the early stages, it is quite hard to untangle those two things, when 

you have a very small number of cases — is it just by chance, or population 

structure or other features that mean that transmission hasn’t quite taken off 

yet?

Once we start to get more severe cases, especially deaths, you can then 

start to get a clearer picture of how much infection you might be seeing. 

We recently did some rough estimates and we think that many countries 

that have clear outbreaks now are probably reporting less than 20% of their 

symptomatic cases.

Do you see any parallels between deadly pandemics such as COVID-19 and 

how fake news transmission happens?
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There certainly are parallels. For COVID-19, on average, in the early stage, 

each case would give the infection to a couple of others. In a study of viral 

Facebook content, it was found that each person on average who shares a 

viral post will lead to about two more people sharing it. But the big difference 

is the time scale.

With COVID-19, it takes a few days for that transmission and that new infection 

to occur whereas online we might be talking about 30 seconds.

Silent spread of novel coronavirus in Italy went undetected 
for weeks
Italy reported its first laboratory-confirmed case of novel coronavirus (SARS-

CoV-2) on February 20. But according to a study posted in a preprint 

repository arXiv, people appear to have been infected in early January and 

started showing symptoms by January 14. There apparently seems to have 

been a silent spread of the virus in the community for nearly 50 days.

By the time the first case was reported, the virus had already spread to most 

areas in southern Lombardy. Lombardy region, a district of 10 million, is the 

epicentre of the epidemic in Italy. So a day after the first case was reported, 

28 more cases were confirmed, confirming the silent spread of the virus in 

the community.

Uncovering the trail

Contact tracing and testing of both symptomatic and asymptomatic 

exposures to positive cases helped uncover the ongoing transmission prior 

to the laboratory confirmation of the first case. The median age of people 

infected by the virus is 69 years and 47% of people who were infected 

required hospitalisation, of which 18% required intensive care. Each infected 

person spread it to 3.1 people, which started decreasing by end of the third 

week of February. The time between successive cases in the transmission 
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chain, otherwise called as serial interval, was 6.6 days. “We did not observe 

significantly different viral loads in nasal swabs between symptomatic and 

asymptomatic,” the authors say in the preprint. Manuscripts posted on 

preprint servers are yet to be peer-reviewed.

“The transmission potential of COVID-19 is very high and the number of 

critical cases may become largely unsustainable for the healthcare system 

in a very short-time horizon,” the authors write. “Aggressive containment 

strategies are required to control COVID19 spread.”

Progression of disease

If there were just 530 cases on February 28, it increased to 5,830 by March 

8. By early March, cases were reported from several areas in Lombardy 

region, a district of 10 million, which is the epicentre of the epidemic in Italy. 

As on March 28, there have been 86,498 cases in Italy, which is nearly 5,000 

cases more than China’s (81,996), and 9,134 deaths, which is the highest in 

the world. The authors collected epidemiological data through standardised 

interviews of confirmed cases and their close contacts. The information 

gathered included dates of symptom onset, clinical features, respiratory tract 

specimen results, hospitalisation and contact tracing. The epidemiological 

analyses were carried out on 5,830 confirmed cases during the period 

January 14 and March 8.

Immediate response

Contrary to what one might imagine, there has been “almost immediate 

initial response” by the Regional Health System. The focus was to collect 

epidemiological data and perform model-based predictions, increase in 

testing and providing hospital assistance for affected subjects.

The authors say that efforts were taken to limit the spread through contact 

tracing and isolation. Despite these efforts taken quickly, the number of new 

cases kept rising steadily leading to “rapid saturation of the health emergency 

system with a progressive difficulty” in treating COVID-19 patients.
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How artificial intelligence can aid eye testing
From diagnostics to drug development, artificial intelligence (AI) today has 

become a valuable extension of the medical field. A new addition to its long list 

of uses is a hi-tech screening tool developed by Google and an international 

team of researchers for detecting diabetic retinopathy a diabetic complication 

in the eye.

A study conducted at two eye care centres in India — Aravind Eye Hospital, 

Madurai and Sankara Nethralaya, Chennai — which screened over 3,000 

patients with diabetes, has shown that the AI’s performance exceeded 

the conventionally used manual grading method used to identify diabetic 

retinopathy . The AI had a specificity and sensitivity of around 90%. The 

results were published in JAMA Ophthalmology .

A specialised retinal fundus camera was used to take photos of the eye. 

“Usually when we need to evaluate the retina, we dilate the pupil to allow 

more light to enter the eye and illuminate the back of the eye. But in this 

fundus photography it is not necessary as a coherent beam of light can enter 

the small gap (Pupil) and take an image in just two to three minutes,” explains 

Dr. Rajiv Raman from Sankara Nethralaya, Chennai and one of the authors 

of the paper.

He adds that it is very easy to operate and the cost of the camera has also 

significantly reduced in the recent past. Tamil Nadu and Kerala governments 

already have over 150 of these cameras currently in use.

Once the images are taken, it is fed into the computer and the AI tool 

screens it for diabetic retinopathy. A previous paper published by the team 

in 2016 in JAMA explains how the AI tool was shown over 120,000 images 

of the retina and taught to identify what each lesion meant. According to the 

International Clinical Diabetic Retinopathy scale, the AI tool was taught to 

grade the severity (none, mild, moderate, severe or proliferative) and give an 
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instant report along with the recommendations.

Early intervention

“Diabetic patients are normally asymptomatic when the eye is concerned until 

the late stages or advanced stage when treatment is difficult or not so effective. 

So it is important to find the patient at an early stage and help prevent loss of 

vision,” explains Dr. Kim Ramasamy from Aravind Eye Hospital in Madurai.

“What we have deployed here is an opportunistic screening. We placed the 

camera at the diabetologist’s clinic and trained their technician to take a 

picture of the back of the eye (retina) and upload it to the AI tool. In about two 

minutes, the patient can get their eye test report along with the other regular 

diabetic test reports. Based on this report, the diabetologist can further refer 

the patient to an ophthalmologist if needed.” he adds.

Dr. Ramasamy explains how the team has been testing this AI at even small 

Health Centres in Tamil Nadu. “When about 100 patients are screened, about 

20 will have any level of diabetic retinopathy and only four to five might need 

intervention. But to track down this small number we absolutely need to screen 

all the diabetics, and we currently don’t have the facilities now. It would be 

great if we can have these opportunistic screenings at offices, railway stations 

or other public places,” adds Dr. Ramasamy.

Detecting breast cancer

The corresponding author of the paper Lily Peng adds in an email to The 

Hindu: “Beyond diabetic retinopathy we are also working on a number of 

other research projects using AI to tackle healthcare problems. Earlier this 

year, we showed in a research paper that AI models can help detect breast 

cancer in mammography images more accurately than doctors. Our research 

is still in the early stages, but it shows that AI can be a path forward to improve 

screenings for breast cancer and boost the chances of survival.”

Ms Peng is a Product Manager at Google Health, California
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How population size shapes evolution patterns in E. coli
Studying cultures of E. coli bacteria, a group of evolutionary biologists from 

Indian Institute of Science Education and Research (IISER), Pune, has 

found that the population size determines the kind of fitness trade-offs the 

microbes adopt. Fitness trade-off may be understood in the following manner: 

Organisms do not have the capacity to maximise all their functions at the 

same time. Often when they enhance one function, another function suffers, 

or when they adapt to survive well in one environment, they cannot survive or 

reproduce well in another environment. This is called a fitness trade-off. This 

concept has been used by evolutionary biologists to explain why species 

prefer one environment to another.

Generalists, specialists

There are several ways in which the concept of fitness trade-off originates. 

Evolution causes some organisms to be generalists, by which it is meant that 

they can survive in different environments, and basically they will have an 

tolerable level of fitness in all environments. The other option is they evolve 

into specialists, where the organism will have a high degree of fitness in a 

particular environment while having low fitness in other environments. An 

example of this is in the context of antibiotic resistance – generalists tolerate 

a wide range of distinct antibiotics (for example, multidrug resistant bacteria). 

On the other hand, specialist bacteria have to show a fitness trade-off. They 

resist one antibiotic (for instance, rifampicin) but become susceptible to 

another (for instance, tetracycline). From the example itself, it is clear that 

understanding how evolution brings about difference between specialists 

and generalists, for instance, is very important.

The study shows that large populations tend to evolve into specialists, 

exercising fitness trade-offs, whereas small populations evolve into 

generalists.
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Environmental changes

“Ours is the first study to demonstrate a relationship between population 

size and fitness trade-offs and the results are important in understanding 

the population genetics of ecological specialization and vulnerability to 

environmental changes,” says Sutirth Dey of IISER Pune’s Department of 

Biological Sciences and the corresponding author of the paper published in 

the journal Heredity.

The study experimentally affirms the link between population size and 

evolution of fitness trade-offs. Apart from this there are practical implications. 

An example is described by Prof. Dey: “Owing to their higher extent of 

specialisation, larger populations can become more vulnerable to sudden 

changes in the environment.”

If the environment abruptly shifts between two states that show fitness 

trade-offs with each other, then populations with a history of evolution at 

larger numbers would be at a greater disadvantage than historically smaller 

populations. “For example, costs of antimicrobial resistance are expected to 

check the spread of resistant microbes if antimicrobials are removed abruptly 

from the environments. Moreover, pathogens are also expected to experience 

fitness trade-offs when they migrate across different hosts,” explains Prof. 

Dey.

The group next plans to study the response in fluctuating environments. “We 

are now studying more complex links between population size and trade-

offs, combining fitness data with population genomics, in both constant and 

fluctuating environments,” says Prof. Dey.

Possible transmission of novel coronavirus from mother to 
child
A possible case of transmission of novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) from 
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the mother to the child has been reported on March 26 in the Journal of the 

American Medical Association (JAMA). The researchers from the Renmin 

Hospital of Wuhan University and other hospitals found elevated levels of 

antibodies (IgM) against the coronavirus in a newborn.

The mother was laboratory confirmed to be positive for coroanvirus on 

January 31. A chest CT showed typical signs of infection in both lungs. On 

February 2, the mother was admitted to the Renmin Hospital in Wuhan. 

Molecular tests carried out four times confirmed that she was positive for the 

virus.

Caesarean section

On February 22, the infant was delivered by caesarean in a negative-

pressure isolation room. The mother wore a N95 mask to reduce the chances 

of transmitting the virus to the newborn. The mother did not come in physical 

contact with the newborn after delivery. The mother’s vaginal secretions 

were negative for the virus.

The newborn did not exhibit any symptoms of infection and molecular tests 

(RT-PCR) carried out five times — from two hours after birth to 16 days 

— were negative.

However, the newborn showed elevated levels of antibodies against novel 

coronavirus even at two hours after birth and remained elevated till March 7, 

when the mother and child were discharged. However, molecular tests of the 

amniotic fluid and placenta were not done.

The authors say that the antibodies (IgM) cannot be transferred to the foetus 

through the placenta. So in all possibility the foetus was exposed to the virus 

for at least 23 days from the day the mother was diagnosed positive for the 

virus.

Although the baby was delivered by caesarean, infection with the virus at 

the time of delivery cannot be completely ruled out, the authors say. But 
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even if the baby was infected to the virus during the time of delivery, it takes 

three–seven days for antibodies to the virus to start appearing. However, in 

this case, antibodies were seen just two hours after delivery.

“The elevated IgM antibody level suggests that the neonate was infected in 

utero ,” the authors write. “IgG antibodies can be transmitted to the foetus 

through the placenta and appear later than IgM. Therefore, the elevated IgG 

level may reflect maternal or infant infection.” However, only when molecular 

tests of the amniotic fluid and placenta (which were not done in this case) 

show positive can one be certain of vertical transmission.

A new wave of the fake news pandemic is born
The biggest reputational risk Facebook and other social media companies had 

expected in 2020 was fake news surrounding the U.S. presidential election. 

Be it foreign or domestic in origin, the misinformation threat seemed familiar, 

perhaps even manageable.

The novel coronavirus, however, has opened up an entirely different problem: 

the life-endangering consequences of supposed cures, misleading claims, 

snake-oil sales pitches and conspiracy theories about the outbreak.

So far, AFP has debunked almost 200 rumours and myths about the virus, 

but experts say stronger action from tech companies is needed to stop 

misinformation and the scale at which it can be spread online.

“There’s still a disconnect between what people think is true and what people 

are willing to share,” Professor David Rand, a specialist in brain and cognitive 

sciences at the MIT Sloan School of Management, said, explaining how a 

user’s bias toward content he or she thinks will be liked or shared typically 

dominates decision-making when online. Part of the reason is that social 

media algorithms are geared to appeal to someone’s habits and interests: 

the emphasis is on likeability, not accuracy.
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Changing that would require Facebook, Twitter and other such companies 

to alter what people see on screen. Prompts urging users to consider the 

accuracy of content they are spreading on social networks are needed, 

said Mr. Rand, co-author of a study on COVID-19 misinformation that was 

published earlier this month.

‘Remedy’ kills 300

What is undoubted is that misinformation about the pandemic has been 

deadly. Although U.S., French and other scientists are working to expedite 

effective treatments, false reports have appeared in numerous countries. In 

Iran, a fake remedy of ingesting methanol has reportedly led to 300 deaths, 

and left many more sick.

Dr. Jason McKnight, assistant clinical professor in the Department of Primary 

Care and Population Health at Texas A&M University, said the sharing of 

false information has an impact beyond the immediate risk of the virus itself. 

“I have seen posts related to ‘treatments’ that are not proven, techniques to 

prevent exposure and infection that are either not proven and/or filled with 

a lot of misleading information, and instruction for individuals to stock up on 

supplies and food,” he said.

Dr. McKnight highlighted two types of danger posed by inaccurate information 

on the virus: that it “could incite fear or panic,” and “the potential for 

individuals to do harmful things in hope of ‘curing the illness’ or ‘preventing’ 

the illness.”

The COVID-19 misinformation study mirrored past tests for political fake 

news, notably in that reminders about accuracy would be a simple way to 

improve choices about what people share.

‘Moderate humidity likely to deter virus’
A 2018 study in the peer-reviewed Applied and Environment 
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Microbiology concluded that influenza and coronaviruses thrived when 

the relative humidity (RH) exceeded 85% or dipped below 60%. RH is the 

proportion of water vapour in the air compared to what’s the maximum 

possible. There is a “significant decrease in infectivity at mid-range RHs (60 

to 85%),” the paper notes.

It is important to note that these studies didn’t study actual coronaviruses but 

a bacteriophage Phi6, which is considered a safer surrogate.

A similar experiment reported in the same journal in 2010, which tested the 

ability of viruses to survive on stainless steel surfaces, found that at 4°C, 

infectious viruses persisted for as long as 28 days, and the lowest level of 

inactivation occurred at 20% RH.

Inactivation was quicker at 20°C than at 4°C at all humidity levels; the viruses 

persisted for 5 to 28 days, and the “slowest inactivation” occurred at low 

levels of RH.
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Rename Campbell Bay island as Punjabi Tapu in memory of 
freedom fighters: House Committee
The sacrifices made by Punjabis in Andaman and Nicobar islands during the 

freedom struggle have not been adequately reflected, a Punjab Assembly 

committee has found and suggested installing their statues outside Cellular 

Jail.

Speaker Rana KP Singh had set up the committee comprising seven 

legislators to seek information regarding sacrifices made by Punjabis in 

the freedom struggle in Andaman and Nicobar Islands. The report was 

presented by Congress MLA and committee Chairman Harpartap Singh 

Ajnala in the House  .

A lot needs to be done to perpetuate the memory of such freedom fighters 

who were imprisoned at the islands for their part in the freedom struggle, 

the committee, which made several visits to the islands, said adding that 

it found that there is no satisfactory mention on the sacrifices made by the 

Punjabis in the light and sound show run by the Cellular Jail authorities.

“No road crossing, road or island is named after Punjabis. There are a 

large number of Punjabis living on the islands but the local authorities do 

not show them the respect that they deserve,” the report states.

While giving details of the recommendation of the committee, Ajnala said 

the statues of Punjabis who played important roles in freedom struggle 

and were kept at Cellular jail, referred to as ‘Kala Pani’, should be installed 

outside that prison by the state government in consultation with the 

administration of Andaman and Nicobar Islands.

He further said the committee has also recommended that Campbell Bay 

island be renamed as ‘Punjabi Tapu’. “There are 350 islands in Andaman 

and Nicobar and they all are named after Britishers. Recently the Union 

government renamed four or five islands,” the report states.
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Ajnala said that light and sound programme should be organised at war 

memorials in the state to highlight the role of Punjabis in the freedom 

struggle.

Several Sikh activists of the Ghadar Lehar, Komagata Maru, Babbar Lehar, 

Kuka Lehar, president of Indian Independence League Dewan Singh were 

lodged at Cellular Jail.

‘Far-right terrorism is biggest threat to democracy in 
Germany’
Far-right terrorism and extremism are the biggest danger facing democracy 

in Germany today, the domestic intelligence agency chief said  , after the 

country was hit by several extremist attacks in recent months.

The most radical right-wingers number 32,000 in the country, said BfV chief 

Thomas Haldenwang, adding that 13,000 are considered potentially violent.

“Right-wing extremism and right-wing terrorism are currently the biggest 

danger for democracy in Germany,” he said at a press conference.

His agency also placed under formal surveillance the far-right AfD party’s most 

radical faction Flüegel (The Wing), which now has about 7,000 members.

Founded in 2013, the AfD has grown and shifted further right over the last 

seven years. Railing against Chancellor Angela Merkel’s decision in 2015 to 

keep Germany’s borders open to refugees, the AfD has increased its support 

base. It is now the largest opposition group in the Bundestag, Germany’s 

lower house of Parliament.

The AfD’s most radical wing, the Flüegel, was founded by far-right firebrand 

Bjoern Hoecke, who has sparked outrage with statements on Germany’s Nazi 

past.


