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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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Kashmir parties oppose new domicile laws
Regional parties, including the recently floated J&K Apni Party (JKAP) that 

met Prime Minister Narendra Modi recently, the National Conference (NC) 

and the Peoples Conference (PC), deplored the Centre’s move to bring in 

new domicile laws to the Union Territory of J&K.

“This order is a casual attempt, cosmetic in nature, to hoodwink the people 

of J&K who genuinely believed that post October 31, 2019, their rights 

and privileges in the matter of employment and other rights would remain 

as it had been,” JKAP president Altaf Bukhari said. He termed it “most 

unfortunate”.

Mr. Bukhari said the order was totally unacceptable to his party. “In the 

matter of employment-non -gazetted, gazetted posts in the service and 

admissions to professional colleges, a tangible legal and constitutional 

mechanism was supposed to be put in place to safeguard and protect these 

privileges of the people of J&K, who had been the permanent residents. 

The new notification regarding domicile rule is not immune to any judicial 

review.”

There were sections of the order that were antithesis to what was promised 

by the Prime Minister and the Home Minister on the floor of Parliament of 

“a better domicile law for the residents of J&K”, he noted and demanded 

that it should be put in abeyance.

‘No protection’

NC vice-president Omar Abdullah said, “At a time when all our efforts and 

attention should be focused on the COVID-19 outbreak, the government 

slips in a new domicile law for J&K. Insult is heaped on injury when we see 

the law offers none of the protections that had been promised.”

The PC, headed by Sajad Lone, described the order “short of expectations 

even for those who expected some reconciliation process”. A PC spokesman 
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said, “The new definition of ‘domicile’ is humiliating and insulting... We had 

no expectations but this particular order has made the disappointment even 

more intense. The government of the day has embarked on an erroneous 

path and seems to be in no mood to rectify wrongs...”

DRDO develops bio suit, sealant for safety gear
In a major breakthrough, the Defence Research and Development 

Organisation (DRDO) have developed a special sealant as an alternative to 

seam sealing tape which is critical in personal protective equipment (PPE).

A bio suit was also developed to keep medical and other personnel engaged 

in combating COVID-19 safe from the deadly virus, the Defence Ministry 

said.

“The DRDO has prepared a special sealant as an alternative to seam sealing 

tape based on the sealant used in submarine applications. Presently, bio 

suits prepared using this glue for seam sealing by an industry partner has 

cleared test at the Southern India Textile Research Association (SITRA), 

Coimbatore,” the Ministry said in a statement.

It said bio suit production in the country by DRDO industry partners and 

other industries was being hampered due to non-availability of seam 

sealing tapes. The DRDO can mass produce this glue through the industry 

to support the seam sealing activity by suit manufacturers.

Technology transfer

At present, Kusumgarh Industries, with technology transfer from the DRDO, 

is producing the raw material, coating material, and the complete suit is 

being manufactured with the help of another vendor, the statement said. 

“The current production capacity is 7,000 suits per day,” the Ministry said.

Another vendor with experience in garment technology is being brought in 
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and efforts are on to ramp up the capacity to 15,000 suits a day, the Ministry 

stated.

The bio suit has been subjected to rigorous testing for textile parameters 

as well as protection against infection from synthetic blood. “The protection 

against synthetic blood exceeds the criteria defined for body suits by the 

Ministry of Health and Family Welfare,” the statement said.

Separately, Naval Dockyard, Mumbai, has designed and developed its own 

handheld Infra Red (IR) based temperature sensor for screening at its entry 

gates, which have an average influx of around 20,000 personnel every day. 

The instrument has been manufactured through in-house resources at a 

cost of under Rs. 1000, a fraction of the cost of the temperature guns in the 

market, the Navy said.

New norms for quarantined foreigners, Indians issued
After several countries approached the Centre for evacuation of their 

citizens who are quarantined in the country, the MHA   issued new Standard 

Operating Procedures (SOPs) allowing them to leave the country — in 

chartered aircraft arranged by their respective nations — after they test 

negative for COVID-19 infection.

The MHA also issued guidelines for the release of Indian citizens quarantined 

after foreign travel, saying they would be given transit passes, but would 

have to bear their own expenses.

“…Some foreign countries have approached the Government of India for 

evacuation of their nationals. In view of the above, it has now been decided 

that requests received from foreign governments… would be examined by 

the Ministry of External Affairs (MEA) on a case-to-case basis,” the MHA 

addendum, issued, said.
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According to the new norms, local embassies/consulates of respective 

nations will have to arrange for a foreigner’s transit. An evacuee will be 

issued a transit pass, which would be honoured by all states en route, it 

said.

For foreign-returned quarantined Indians who have now tested negative, 

the MHA said they would be released “as per standard health protocol”.

“These persons are expected to return to their homes… by making their own 

transport arrangements,” the addendum said, adding that they too would be 

issued a transit pass.

Need to add new test & quarantine plan to lockdown: ICMR 
research
A soon-to-be-published mathematical model by the Indian Council of Medical 

Research (ICMR) suggests that while the 21-day lockdown to check the 

spread of COVID-19 is expected to bring down daily new cases, instead of 

extending it, the lockdown needs to be combined with enhanced test-and-

quarantine measures.

The study, led by Sandip Mandal of the ICMR’s Department of Health 

Research, estimates that the current 21-day lockdown will reduce epidemic 

peak (or the highest number of new COVID-19 cases in a single day) by 43 

per cent and total mortality (COVID-19-related deaths) by 19 per cent. And 

that the lockdown, when combined with an aggressive test-and-quarantine 

strategy, can bring down epidemic peak by 71 per cent and mortality by 40 

per cent.

Mandal was also the lead author of a February mathematical model of the 

ICMR, which has largely informed the government’s COVID-19 strategy thus 

far. The February study, conducted by eight scientists, had recommended 
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an approach of quarantine and random testing instead of a focus on border 

screenings.

Talking to The Indian Express, Mandal said the results of the 21-day 

lockdown, which began on March 25, are expected to be visible in the next 

“six to seven days, with a decline in daily new cases”, even though he does 

believe that there are more positive cases than what is currently being 

reported.

Calling an extended lockdown “not feasible at all”, Mandal said, “A lockdown 

is not the final solution to alleviate the epidemic. It reduces peak epidemic 

but we need additional interventions.”

On the proposed “additional interventions”, he said, “We have to find 

the hotspots and then try community searching for symptomatic and 

asymptomatic cases. If incidents like Nizamuddin happen all over India, 

then we don’t have any control,” he said, adding that it is advisable to have 

a gradual lifting of the lockdown focused on certain hotspots.

The research team is now modelling the required intensity of a test-and-

quarantine strategy (how quickly cases need to be identified and how much 

quarantine compliance is needed) to prevent a second epidemic.

Reports from other Asian countries such as Singapore, Taiwan and Hong 

Kong show that a secondary wave of cases is likely to happen after a 

lockdown is lifted.

The new model assumes “conservatively” that the lockdown reduces 

transmission by 25 per cent, accounting for incomplete compliance and 

continued overcrowding in urban settings. “We are also assuming a test-

and-quarantine strategy that can identify symptomatic cases within two 

days of them developing symptoms and a 50 per cent compliance rate with 

quarantine,” said Mandal, who is also an independent consultant with the 

World Health Organisation.
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The scientist said that even though mathematical models would suggest an 

extended lockdown — of up to four months — to completely eradicate the 

COVID-19 spread, “that is not a practical solution”. The 21-day lockdown, 

he said, was needed to “ensure that the health system can cope with the 

epidemic and that the peak hospitalisation does not exceed the hospital bed 

capacity in each city”.

In the previous ICMR model, completed in February and publicly released 

on March 23, the researchers had made a case for post-travel tracking 

rather than border containment. The paper’s mathematical model had 

showed that spending resources on quarantining symptomatic cases can 

achieve a meaningful impact on the disease burden rather than attempting 

to achieve infeasible levels of containment at the borders. The paper had 

also proposed “symptomatic surveillance” rather than indiscriminate testing 

— a position the government eventually adopted.

‘Ruthless containment’ is key to controlling virus spread
What are the special steps the Medical & Health Department is taking in 

Rajasthan to tackle COVID-19, which are different from other States?

‘Ruthless containment’, which we have adopted at the hotspots of infection, 

is the key to controlling the spread of coronavirus. Despite the hardships, 

people have accepted our strict decisions, and are complying with the 

guidelines. You have to weigh what you want — people’s comfort or spread 

of the disease. We also went to all households in the affected areas for 

screening. For example, we touched 40 lakh people in the worst-affected 

Bhilwara district, while the figure for the entire State is 4.16 crore.

Did the screenings lead to identification of COVID-19-positive cases?

After going to every individual in Bhilwara district and asking them about 
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symptoms, we identified 14,000 people who had influenza-like condition. 

We kept track of them and if anyone showed the COVID-19 symptoms, 

along with a history of contact or travel, he or she was isolated. We have 

followed a very structured standard operating procedure.

What is the purpose of the 11-day-long “all down curfew”, which has 

started in Bhilwara?

We wish to cover every person who might have been left out. The figure of 

recovery of COVID-19-positive people in Bhilwara is very encouraging. Of 

the 26 infected persons, 17 have recovered. The strategy is: Don’t let the 

virus spread and treat the people who are already infected. The government 

is working on both fronts.

Will the random sampling also help prevent the community spread?

Because of the nature of the disease, there might be the people hovering 

around in the sub-clinical stage. They may not be showing symptoms, but 

they are carriers. The community sampling involves rapid test, instead of a 

diagnostic procedure. If there is a probability that someone is carrying the 

virus, we start isolating them and go for confirmation.

After Bhilwara, the Ramganj area in Jaipur has emerged as a major 

hotspot. How are you tackling the situation there?

Ramganj is our bigger worry now. The character of the area is different, 

as it is densely populated and has small and congested houses. People 

live there in close proximity, and it is not possible for them to maintain 

social distancing. We have been carrying out an intense contact tracing 

there since the first case was detected and have asked the people to keep 

distance from the suspected cases. Only today, two bus-loads of people 

were sent to an isolation facility after being asked to live separately for some 

days until the disease settled down. The good news from Ramganj is that 

no COVID-19-positive person has come up in the 170 tests we conducted 
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since Thursday.

Are Tablighi Jamaat members who have returned to their native places 

or travelled to different towns after the attending the Delhi event 

emerging as a greater risk?

Tablighi Jamaat members are, indeed, a big risk. The infection has emerged 

in the districts such as Dholpur, Bharatpur, Churu and Tonk, which were 

earlier unaffected. Tonk is a big hotbed now, with 17 cases. But the saving 

grace is that they have been largely identified. We have persuaded them to 

give details about where they went and whom they met. Our attempt is to 

isolate them and test them.

Were there some instances of attacks on doctors and health workers 

who went to the affected areas in the State?

There were some instances because of the emotional and social issues 

involved in this entire scenario. But the situation has improved with the 

protection given by the police to the teams of the Medical and Health 

Department. I have received reports that the people gathered in large 

numbers to get screened at several places when they were convinced about 

the exercise.

Will the situation be under control in Rajasthan by the time the 

nationwide lockdown is lifted?

I believe the situation will come under control, unless an unforeseen incident 

like the Nizamuddin centre’s infection takes place. Before the Tablighi 

Jamaat cases were detected, we were reasonably in control till April 1. But 

these cases will be controlled, as they are very defined and structured. We 

are handling the entire of set of Tablighi Jamaat members, not just those 

who attended the Delhi event, to be on the safe side.
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Lockdown lifts Delhi’s air quality to 5-year high
The lockdown has pushed pollution levels in Delhi to a 5-year low and, 

across India, the number of cities that recorded ‘good’ on the air quality 

index jumped from 6 on March 16 to 30 on March 29, according to the 

Central Pollution Control Board.

Coronavirus: TCS uses AI for drug discovery
Scientists from TCS Innovation Labs in Hyderabad are harnessing the power 

of artificial intelligence (AI) to identify new molecules which might have the 

potential to target specific parts of the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2). 

Using new methods, they have identified 31 candidate small molecules, 

which may serve as inhibitors of the chymotrypsin-like protease, one of the 

key drug targets in the fight against COVID-19.

The results have been posted in a preprint repository ChemRxiv. Preprints 

are yet to be peer-reviewed and published in scientific journals.

Target proteins

The genome of the novel coronavirus codes for several proteins that have 

crucial roles in entry of the virus into the host cell, its replication, assembly 

and host-pathogen interactions. Some of these proteins that help the virus 

perform its functions are common targets for drug developers. Among these 

drug targets are the spike protein, which helps the virus attach itself to the 

host cell and enter it, and viral proteases which help it replicate.

Role of viral protease

“The viral RNA synthesises two long polyproteins when it infects human 

cells via a human cell surface protein. The role of the protease protein is 

to cut the polyproteins to individual proteins, so that new viruses can be 

assembled. This is important for its replication and survival,” explains Arijit 
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Roy from the Life Sciences Division of TCS Innovation Labs, Hyderabad, in 

an email to The Hindu.

The chymotrypsin-like protease or the main protease primarily does the 

function of cleaving the polyprotein into proteins and the papain-like protease 

also aids in this process. The former was chosen as the drug target by the 

group for their research.

First, using a database of approximately 1.6 million drug-like small molecules 

from the ChEMBL database, the researchers trained the generative deep 

neural network model. As a second step, the network was re-trained with 

protease inhibitor molecules. This was done with a view to narrow the 

focus of the neural network on to a smaller subset of the chemical space. 

“We trained the system with all available protease inhibitors and asked 

the pre-trained model to produce more new molecules that possess the 

characteristics of protease inhibitors,” says Dr. Roy, who is an author of the 

preprint. “Finally, we checked how well these newly produced molecules 

can bind to the target protein — chymotrypsin-like protease of the virus.”

Starting from a space of nearly 50,000 molecules, the team has made a 

short list of 31 candidates. Two of the designed molecules had a high degree 

of similarity to Aurantiamide, a naturally occurring antiviral-compound.

“Our aim was to create new molecules which possess the characteristics 

of protease inhibitors. We checked, whether these molecules retain all the 

drug-like properties. We also checked how easily they can be synthesised. 

All these were part of the AI-based model,” says Dr. Roy.

Drug discovery is a complex process, needing several layers of validation 

before the drug may come in use. In this work, the researchers have brought 

down the time taken for the initial step of designing suitable candidate 

molecules for testing from years to just a week, reinforcing the power of AI 

in handling huge datasets.
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Clinical trials

“TCS has signed an MoU for collaboration with CSIR. The clinical trials will 

take time. The first step is the chemical synthesis and biological testing in 

vitro, followed by pre-clinical testing on laboratory animals,” he says.

Novel coronavirus can be transmitted even before symptoms 
show up
A study of seven clusters in Singapore by Vernon J. Lee and others from 

the Ministry of Health, Singapore, provides some evidence that virus 

transmission to others (resulting in infection) can happen from one to three 

days before a person shows symptoms. But the World Health Organization 

maintains that the risk of getting infected with the novel coronavirus (SARS-

CoV-2) from someone with no symptoms at all of Covid19 is “very low”. And 

it says that it is assessing ongoing research on the period of transmission 

of the virus.

The transmission one to three days prior to onset of symptoms was seen in 

four clusters, while in three clusters the precise timing of transmission could 

not be established as the index case and the contacts lived together. The 

results were published in the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report.

Early detection and isolation of patients and contact tracing are important to 

contain the spread the virus. However, the existence of presymptomatic or 

asymptomatic transmission adds a new layer of complexity and challenge 

in tracing contacts.

The first case in Singapore was confirmed on January 23, and during the 

period from January 23 to March 16, 243 cases were reported of which 157 

were locally transmitted. Of the 157 cases of local transmission, 10 (6.4%) 

cases have been during the period before the person who spread the virus 
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to others showed any symptoms and hence were presymptomatic.

Evidence from China

This is not the first case where presymptomatic transmission has been 

seen.

Looking at the serial intervals (the number of days between symptoms 

onsets in a primary case and a secondary case) in China, researchers had 

in a study suggested that 12.6% of transmission was presymptomatic.

According to Los Angeles Times, a choir practice for 150 minutes in 

Washington on March 10 where 60 people participated left 45 people 

infected with the virus; two died from COVID-19. The county health officials 

concluded that the “virus was transmitted through the air from one or more 

people without symptoms”.

Similarly, presymptomatic transmission of the virus has been documented 

in a nursing facility in Kind County, Washington. The results were published 

in the Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report. In this case, a healthcare 

provider, who showed symptoms since February 26, tested positive on 

March 1 and seven others, too, tested positive for the virus by March 6. 

An investigation by the Atlanta-based Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention (CDC) found that 23 of the 76 residents tested positive for the 

virus on March 13. Of the 23, 13 did not have any symptoms on the date of 

testing. Ten of the 13 asymptomatic residents developed symptoms seven 

days later and hence were presymptomatic at the time of testing.

Some cases in Singapore and other countries suggest that viral shedding 

can occur in the absence of symptoms and before symptom onset.

Avoidance of grouping

“These findings suggest that to control the pandemic it might not be enough 

for only persons with symptoms to limit their contact with others because 

persons without symptoms might transmit infection. Finally, these findings 
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underscore the importance of physical distancing in the public health 

response to the COVID-19 pandemic, including the avoidance of congregate 

settings,” the authors write.

‘Shutdown alone is not enough to break the chain’
In an unprecedented measure, India on March 25 began a country-wide 

shutdown for 21 days to cut the transmission chain of the novel coronavirus 

(SARS-CoV-2). Till Wednesday, India had adopted the containment 

measures of screening, testing, isolating and tracing contacts.

On March 25, The WHO Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus 

said: “Shutting down population movement is buying time and reducing 

the pressure on health systems. But on their own, these measures will not 

extinguish the epidemic. The point of these actions is to enable the more 

precise and targeted measures that are needed to stop transmission and 

save lives.” Among other measures every country should take, the WHO 

chief said the production, capacity and availability of testing has to be 

ramped up, and a system to “find every suspected case at community level” 

has to be implemented.

Giridhara Babu,Head of the Life course Epidemiology at the Public Health 

Foundation of India, Bengaluru, in an email to The Hindu explains how the 

shutdown along with testing can help flatten the curve.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi said 21 days of lockdown will help cut 

the transmission chain. Is that true?

Yes, it is the bare minimum period we require to be sure. Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi’s call for a 21-day nationwide shutdown is an effort to break 

the chain of transmission. India’s COVID-19 fight could make or break the 

global war. The “incubation period” means the time between catching the 
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virus and beginning to have symptoms of the disease. Most estimates of the 

incubation period for COVID-19 range from 1-14 days.

A lockdown for 21 days would be a great social experiment which allows 

physical distancing. If followed strictly, it will contribute to delayed peak and 

to an extent, in flattening of the curve. Lockdowns may have to get extended 

in the areas with high transmission. It is important to identify such areas.

India has imposed the lockdown much earlier than many countries, including 

China, which failed to contain the initial spread of the virus. Although it started 

late, the Wuhan shutdown slowed the dispersal of infection to other cities 

by an estimated 2.91 days, delaying epidemic growth elsewhere in China. 

Other cities that implemented control measures pre-emptively reported 

33.3% fewer cases in the first week of their outbreaks compared with cities 

that started control later.

Why were Wuhan and other cities under lockdown for two months?

In Wuhan, the measures started much later as compared to what India is 

doing. It takes that much longer when you start late. The initial outbreak 

of COVID-19 started in China and it was spread across before diagnoses 

and prreventive measures could be established. Not just China, by then the 

virus had spread to other countries as well.

As a result, longer lockdowns of nearly two months were required in some 

regions. Before the interventions, scientists estimated that each infected 

person passed on the coronavirus to more than two others, giving it the 

potential to spread rapidly. But between January 16 and 30, a period 

that included the first seven days of the lockdown, the virus reproduction 

decreased from 2.35 to 1.05. The number of new daily infections in China 

seems to have peaked on January 25 just two days after Wuhan was locked 

down.

Epidemiologists say that measures implemented during this time did work. 
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But China’s mammoth response had one glaring flaw: it started too late. 

This delayed the measures to contain it.

In China, implementing the measures three weeks earlier, from the beginning 

of January, would have cut the number of infections to 5% of the total.

Will complete shutdown for 21 days alone be enough to break the 

chain? Is it right to say that shutdown only buys time?

It is right to say that shutdown not only buys time but also decreases 

the overall burden and delays the outbreaks in most places. Stronger 

containment measures done together with these mitigation measures will 

ensure flattening the epidemic.

Mitigation measures or shutdown alone are not enough to break the chain 

of emerging COVID-19 pandemic. The containment strategies include 

identifying all cases which are positive and identifying their contacts, too. 

Once identified, cases will have to be isolated, and contacts will have to be 

placed under quarantine.

Mitigation is a precursory measure and if containment is also not done, it is 

not going to help. Both need to go hand-in-hand.

Also, reviewing of States where any single case is confirmed is need of the 

hour. Contact tracing of all those people who might have got the infection is 

highly needed. Only then will India succeed in current strategies to combat 

COVID-19.

What then should be done during the lockdown?

Aggressive testing alone without mitigation doesn’t help in breaking the 

chain of transmission. Without mitigation, the spread of the infection from 

one person to another will happen at a faster rate. We may find a certain 

number of cases doubling every week, also the number of deaths. The 

lockdown is an opportunity for us to rapidly scale up the capacity to have 

enough resources to manage, isolate and provide intensive care for those 
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who needed it. Both measures going hand-in-hand could have a reasonable 

effect on flattening the epidemic curve.

The revisions in testing strategy involving accredited private laboratories 

too could not solve the issue since only a particular number of suspected 

can be tested in a day. With its high population, testing everybody in India 

is out of the question. Therefore, we need to follow mitigation measures. 

I recommend the syndromic approach now, wherein we need to manage 

every case of fever, cough and respiratory distress as COVID-19 unless 

otherwise proved. Once testing is scaled up, this can get better.

Should India find all suspected cases in the community and test them, 

as per WHO’s recommendation?

This virus effectively hides and quickly doubles. By testing only suspect 

cases, we might miss many of those who are asymptomatic during screening. 

The best strategy is to test among the SARI (severely affected respiratory 

infections) admitted in the hospitals and the OPDs of these areas. Many 

States have not even begun testing such cases. This is part of March 23 

national recommendations. Therefore, strong national and local surveillance 

review is needed. There is a potential to cause illness suddenly in large 

numbers of people. Without having an idea of the total number of cases, 

it would become guesswork to plan for the future management of COVID-

19.

Can contact tracing, quarantining and testing of contacts of people 

who participated in the religious congregation in Nizammudin alone 

be sufficient?

Tracing such contacts, quarantining them and testing such cases are 

definitely most necessary but not sufficient by themselves. Wherever hot 

spots are present, stricter enforcement of lockdown, even beyond what 

is already announced is needed. There should be enforcement of active 
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surveillance in these areas for any flu-like illness, and people should be 

encouraged to self-report. Other measures such as providing accurate 

information and building awareness in the hot spots, especially on personal 

hygiene, hand hygiene and cough etiquettes are necessary.

Update on India’s war against COVID-19
Since early March, our war against COVID-19 has been making steady 

progress in India. This has involved detection, protection, prevention, 

prescription and participation. Purposefully, private groups, industries, 

medical fraternity, scientists and technologists have joined hands together 

with the government in this war, both through financial contributions and 

participation by involving their R&D expertise. Government agencies such 

as DST, DBT (and its BIRAC), SERB, CSIR, ICMR, DMR, MHFW, DRDO, 

and others have announced several grants focusing on specific aspects 

related to this war, while the Tata Trust, WIPRO, Mahindra, the Wellcome 

Trust India Alliance and several multinational pharma companies have come 

forward in this joint effort.

Detection, prevention, protection

The first thing is to detect whether a person has been infected by the 

virus. Since COVID-19 spreads within the moist part of the inner nose and 

throat, one measures the temperature of the individual around his nose and 

face, using a thermo-screening device (as used with arriving passengers 

in airports, or entering buildings and factories). Better devices of greater 

speed, detail and accuracy, such as whole-body scanners which depict 

body temperatures with colour codes on a computer monitor have come 

about from abroad. The National Disaster Management Authority (NDMA) 

has been offered 1,000 digital thermometers for screening, and 100 full-
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body scanners.

Clearly India needs these by the thousands. This need has triggered some 

computer industry people in India to make such body scanners here at 

home, a positive step. We hope these can come about at the soonest.

Once an individual is tested positive this way, it needs to be confirmed by 

doing a biological test to make sure that it is coronaviral infection. Until a 

month ago, we needed to import kits to do this. Today, more than a dozen 

Indian companies (most notably by the MyLab-Serum Inst.duo which can 

make several lakhs of these kits a week) have made them, each certified 

by the national body. This has rapidly expanded the scale of reliable testing 

rapidly across the country. Once tested positive, the patient has to be 

isolated and quarantined in appropriate centres. This has been done with 

remarkable speed and reliability, as mentioned below.

An important way to protect oneself against the invasion by the virus is 

to wear a mask. We constantly hear about how these are not available or 

sold at exorbitant cost. The notion that it is not always necessary is wrong. 

As the well known infection expert Dr. Jacob John of Vellore clarifies ( The 

Hindu, April 2), it is vital that we mask ourselves as we move about in streets, 

since the virus is also airborne. Towards this, even as many entrepreneurs 

and firms across India have started making these at affordable costs, social 

media such as WhatsApp show the typical jugaad ways of using a baby 

diaper (unused!), male banian (unused!), the pallu of a saari, or dupatta and 

such. Happily enough, after the government clarifications and advice on 

this matter, more and more people are now seen to mask themselves. TV 

channels are also doing a useful service by inviting experts and asking them 

to offer relevant advice to people who have specific questions and doubts 

about protection in specific individual instances.

In this connection, a very recent piece of advice on protection has been given 
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to people wearing glasses, (and also to eye doctors whom they consult) 

by my colleague Dr. Muralidhar Ramappa of the L V Prasad Eye Institute, 

Hyderabad. He says: (1) If you wear contact lenses, switch to glasses for a 

while. (2) Wearing glasses may provide a layer of protection. (3) Do not skip 

your eye exam, but take precautions. (4) Your eye doctor may recommend 

some more precautions. (5) Stock up your prescribed eye medicines, if you 

can and (6) avoid rubbing your eyes.

In addition to what the Central and State governments and notable private 

hospitals (for example, Apollo, Medanta and others) have set up as isolation 

and quarantine centres, several private agencies have helped set up these 

in Hyderabad, Bengaluru, Haryana, West Bengal, and helped equip them 

(for example, Infosys Foundation, Cyient, Skoda, Mercedez Benz, and 

Mahindra). These are some examples of how governments and private 

agencies have joined hands — as they say: We are all in this together.

Another exciting advance towards protection (and prevention of spread) 

has been the large scale production of incubators, ventilators and devices 

to monitor the individuals who have been placed in such quarantine centres. 

Mahindra has successfully made ventilators in large scale at affordable 

prices, and DRDO has come up with a special kind of tape in order to make 

patient protection gowns for clinicians, nurses and paramedics.

Can India offer drugs?

While the possibility of a preventive vaccine for large scale use in India is at 

least a year away, we need to turn to molecular and drug-based approaches, 

in which India has great internal expertise and teams of excellent organic 

and biological scientists. Rightly, the government and some drug companies 

have turned to them to locally prepare and use several drugs (favilavir, 

remdesavir, avigen and such), and also modify them using well-known 

methods. Indeed, the CSIR has already roped in organic chemists and 
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bioinformatics experts who can predict the 3D structures of proteins, so as 

to look for potential areas on their surface to which molecules can fit (lock 

and key approach). I have every hope that with such team efforts, India will 

come out with ‘made in India’ drug molecules to overcome this killing virus. 

Yes, we can.

Despite their full knowledge that millions of people have settled in cities 

and large towns, as daily wage labourers, far away from their families in 

villages, State and Central governments did not plan ahead for them, nor 

did they plan to reimburse their wages during the lockdown which blocked 

their getting back home. This led to a toss of social distancing and possible 

community spread. Social distancing is, alas, not in Indian culture, while 

herd mentality is. This could have been thought of by the social scientist 

advisors to the governments, and could have been avoided.

(Disclosure: it is important to note that I have chosen to highlight only some 

examples here. There are several more ‘unsung heroes’ across the states 

and the nation. I hope they will not be offended that I have ignored them.)

Hydro power regulated to support lights out
The total reduction in all-India demand during the lights out at 9 p.m.   was 

31,089 MW, which is more than 25% of the demand on a typical Sunday, 

according to the Power System Operation Corporation Limited (POSOCO). 

The lowest demand recorded was 85,799 MW at 9.10 p.m. after which the 

demand started picking up and settled at 1,14,400 MW at 10.10 p.m. Grid 

frequencies varied from 50.26 Hz to 49.70 Hz. In the run-up to the event, 

POSOCO had expected a demand variation of 12,000 MW to 14,000 MW 

over a shorter period of time.

POSOCO data showed regional variations in the demand dip from 8.45 
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p.m. to 9.10 p.m. The dip was 30% in the northern region, 32% in western 

region, 17% in the south, 39% in the east and 40% in the north-east.

Demand variations

Just as the power managers had planned, the generation from hydro power 

plants toed the dip and surge pattern of lighting loads. Hydro generation was 

maximised by 8.45 p.m. to 25,559 MW. From then it was reduced to 8,016 

MW at 9.10 p.m. This meant the 75% reduction in hydro generation achieved 

in 25 minutes took on the bulk of demand variations. Simultaneously, a 

reduction of 10,950 MW was achieved through thermal (6,992 MW), gas 

(1,951 MW), and wind (2,007 MW) between 8.45 p.m. and 9.10 p.m.

Advance actions such as switching off transmission lines and taking 

reactors in service were undertaken to keep voltages and line loads within 

permissible limits, POSOCO said in a release, adding that the event was 

managed smoothly without any untoward incident.

Hydro and gas-powered plants can support fast changes in load. Gas 

turbines can ramp up or ramp down rather quickly and, world over, they are 

often used to support the grid supplied with fluctuating wind power. Similarly, 

water can be stored in dams and reservoirs and can be released in a planned 

manner to achieve a sharp increase or decrease in hydro power. Coal plants 

have a more limited ability to handle sharp load variations. Nuclear plants 

even lesser.

 , the changes in load, though swift, happened over a more prolonged period 

of time than the 2 to 4 minutes expected by power managers. The coming 

back to normal took longer, probably indicating that people eased out of the 

lights out more gradually than expected. They took longer to switch on their 

house lights, likely spending more time on rooftops and balconies.

The exercise showed that the Indian grid could handle large load changes if 

done in a planned way. Blackouts are a different matter and typically happen 
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unplanned. Blackouts at one place can spread to other places when power 

plants that are not designed to take sharp load changes are forced to take 

those changes.

Delhi lines up ‘five-Ts’, CM Kejriwal invokes South Korea 
experience
The Delhi government will start conducting rapid antibody tests, as 

recommended by the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR), in 

areas identified as coronavirus hotspots in the national capital, Chief 

Minister Arvind Kejriwal said Tuesday.

Kejriwal said the five-point action plan being rolled out by the government 

involves testing, tracing of contacts, treatment, teamwork and tracking. In 

terms of tracing, the government is going to expand the surveillance net 

by sharing mobile numbers with the Delhi Police of some 2,300 men who 

were present at the Tablighi Jamaat gathering at Markaz Nizamuddin last 

month.

“After consulting doctors and other experts, we have prepared a five-point 

plan, which are essentially five Ts. The first T is testing. Countries that did 

not undertake tests could not contain the spread of the virus. On the other 

hand, consider South Korea’s case, on how it got tests conducted at a mass 

scale,” he said.

“Carriers of the virus were identified so that they don’t infect others. If we 

don’t do that, we won’t even know who has contracted the virus. We were 

facing a shortage of testing kits; now the situation has improved. We had 

placed an order for 50,000 kits and have started receiving those. For rapid 

tests, we have ordered 1 lakh testing kits, which will start getting delivered 

from Friday,” Kejriwal said.
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Apart from Delhi, states such as Karnataka, Rajasthan, Maharashtra, 

Andhra Pradesh and Telangana have also placed orders for the kits with 

the ICMR as well as private vendors. A Delhi government spokesperson 

said the orders have been placed with an ICMR-approved vendor in Delhi’s 

case.

The ICMR had   issued an advisory saying that the rapid antibody test be 

undertaken at hotspots across the country. The test involves taking blood 

samples to ascertain if a person has developed antibodies against the virus. 

The presence of antibodies would mean the person is immune to the virus. 

The antibody test happens to be a faster alternative to the direct test, known 

as Polymerase Chain Reaction (PCR), in which throat or nasal swabs are 

taken.

Kejriwal said the rapid tests, for now, would be undertaken at the Nizamuddin 

and Dilshad Garden areas in the city. He added that direct tests would be 

conducted as well, but did not elaborate further. “We will aggressively test 

to identify, treat, trace, quarantine and seal, along the lines of South Korea,” 

he later tweeted.

Centre concerned over polarisation on religious lines
The Centre has expressed serious concern over the “polarising of public 

opinion on religious lines” against the backdrop of a particular community 

being targeted as being responsible for the spread of COVID-19 in the 

country.

In a note issued to all States, the Union government said a sizeable number 

of non-Muslims was getting a perception that a particular community was 

not taking the pandemic very seriously and not complying with the lockdown 

conditions and prohibitory orders.
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This situation was further aggravated by various media projections and social 

media posts appealing public to refrain from purchasing fruits/vegetables/

grocery items from sellers belonging to the said community. This had also 

triggered a strong resentment against them in northeastern States.

Such targeting of a particular community and its religious organisations 

would lead to communal polarisation. Strict action should be taken against 

any person posting fake/provocative posts in the social media, it said. Local 

community leaders should be called upon to motivate the people for better 

compliance of the lockdown norms and also to strengthen congenial feelings 

between the communities.

Referring to recent instances of clashes between the police and coronavirus-

infected persons in Tamil Nadu and Bihar and also “ill-treatment” or “non-

cooperation” meted out by a particular community to doctors, nurses and 

other health workers, the Centre called for adequate safety and security of 

the healthcare professionals.

States were told to coordinate with community leaders and persuade 

Tablighi Jamaat conference returnees to voluntarily come forward for 

quarantining which “will help clear the shroud of distrust and allegations to 

a large extent.”

“Following this advisory, we have issued an alert to all concerned to take 

effective steps to prevent the posting of hate messages that could trigger 

friction between two groups of people. The Tamil Nadu police have already 

put in place a model where Tablighi Jamaat has appointed volunteers in all 

districts to facilitate in identifying and quarantining Delhi returnees along 

with their family members, close associates etc,” a senior police officer 

told The Hindu.
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‘Operation SHIELD’ at 21 locations in Delhi
The Delhi government will carry out ‘Operation SHIELD’ at 21 locations 

identified as containment zones in the capital, Chief Minister Arvind Kejriwal 

said here.

The operation involves sealing, identifying and quarantining people, doorstep 

delivery of essential items and door-to-door checking of people, he said.

“We have begun Operation SHIELD… S-Sealing of the immediate area 

after geographical marking, H-Home quarantine of all in the area, I-Isolation 

and tracing of people who have been first and second contacts, E-Essential 

supplies delivered at the doorstep, L-Local sanitisation and disinfection and 

D-Door-to-door checking, so that people having symptoms of the novel 

coronavirus infection are isolated, and testing can be done after taking 

samples,” he said.

Mr. Kejriwal also underscored the need for wearing masks by all those stepping 

out of their homes. “This has been advised based on recent observations 

and news from across the world where authorities are advising everyone, 

and not just people infected with the coronavirus, to wear masks to protect 

themselves,” he said.

“Based on the experiences of other countries, we have issued orders that 

everyone stepping out of their homes in Delhi should wear masks. If you do 

not have a mask, you can use a clean cloth or a handkerchief to cover your 

nose and mouth so that you are not infected,” he said.

Mr. Kejriwal said the government would take strict action against those 

misbehaving with healthcare professionals, after two women doctors of 

Safdarjung Hospital were mistreated by a local at Gautam Nagar  .

He said the pandemic would necessitate tough decisions. “As no economic 

activities are taking place, tax collection has stopped. In view of this, we 

have decided that except for the expenses to contain the spread of the virus 
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and provide free ration and food, no other expenses will be incurred by the 

government,” he said.

No evidence of community transmission: Health Ministry
The Union Health Ministry   denied evidence of community transmission (CT) 

of COVID-19 while reporting at least 700 new cases since Thursday evening. 

The nationwide death toll from the epidemic touched 206, and the Ministry 

confirmed 6,761 positive cases.

The Ministry’s response follows an Indian Council of Medical Research 

(ICMR) report   of nearly month long surveillance of 5,911 randomly chosen 

samples of patients who exhibited Severe Acute Respiratory Illness (SARI), 

whom 104 tested positive for COVID-19. All but two were tested between 

March 21-April 2 and 40 had no history of international travel or contact 

with someone with travel history but had picked up the infection, indicating 

community transmission, the ICMR said.

Over the last few weeks, there have been reports from several States of 

people testing positive but who were unable to explain the possible source of 

the infection. However, the Health Ministry has consistently maintained that 

this was not evidence for CT.

Health Ministry spokesperson Lav Agrawal said all of the cases of SARI were 

from districts where there were confirmed cases of the disease and that travel 

histories of those SARI patients were being investigated. “We’ll be the first 

ones to tell if you if such transmission has begun,” he said.

The Health Ministry response comes even as States have announced an 

extension of the lockdown beyond April 14 citing CT; Chief Minister Amarinder 

Singh declared   that CT had been observed in Punjab.
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EPFO puts in place mechanism to credit contribution under 
PMGKY
The Employees’ Provident Fund Organisation has put in place a mechanism 

to credit employers’ and employees’ contribution towards its social security 

schemes under the Pradhan Mantri Garib Kalyan Yojana (PMGKY). This will 

benefit 79 lakh subscribers and 3.8 lakh firms, with a outgo of Rs. 4,800 crore 

from government.

‘India-specific strategy must’
It’s certain now that the lockdown will be extended by another two weeks 

but the Centre may allow some economic activity. Reports suggest that 

the government may partially open up the least affected areas. How do 

you see this move?

We have to wait and see what the government is going to do exactly. As of 

now, there are reports indicating that the current form of extreme lockdown will 

be extended until April 30. If the government is also simultaneously thinking 

about a gradual “unlock” process, it is welcome. As the Chief Scientist of the 

WHO, Dr. Soumya Swaminathan, has said in an interview to The Hindu , the 

disease is going to be with us for a long time and we need to start planning 

for life with the virus and cannot be in a lockdown and wait for the virus to be 

eliminated completely, which will take a long time.

You’ve have talked about a ‘targeted lockdown’ instead of a complete 

nationwide lockdown. But Congress-ruled Punjab was the second State 

to extend the lockdown. Is there a divide within the Congress?

A lockdown in itself cannot be a strategy. It has to be accompanied by 

measures such as what Rajasthan undertook in Bhilwara.

The Bhilwara model is the model for the nation to emulate. Even after 21 days, 

the Prime Minister and the Union government have not laid out a strategy for 
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the nation to emerge out of this extreme lockdown. So, in the absence of 

that, it is only natural and wise that State governments will prefer to extend 

the lockdown and deal with the crisis locally which they seem to be doing 

very well now.

Are you totally opposed to the current form of lockdown?

The current form of extreme lockdown was an immediate response to an 

unknown crisis and hence understandable. But it is clear now that the cure is 

worse than the disease. We run the risk of losing as many, if not more, lives 

due to the lockdown. It is not a “rupees vs lives” but a “lives vs lives” issue.

The under-privileged are bearing the brunt of this — ostracism, lack of hospital 

care, loss of wages, homelessness, hunger etc. This extreme lockdown 

seems to be a case of the privileged transferring their epidemic risk to the 

under-privileged.

The Centre says if there was no nationwide lockdown, by now India would 

have seen more than 8 lakh cases. So, a complete lockdown acted as a 

circuit breaker.

This is plain rubbish. Anyone who understands basic data and statistics will 

tell you that it makes no sense to do a linear extrapolation of an early trend 

to predict a counterfactual Based on trends from global and Indian data on 

COVID-19, it now seems clear that the virus is very contagious but not as 

fatal as some of the initial wild estimates of epidemiologists predicted.

Former Congress chief Rahul Gandhi too talked of a ‘nuanced approach’ 

that takes an India-specific approach. What exactly is it?

It is clear that Mr. Gandhi has been studying and researching on COVID-19 a 

lot. He was among the first to warn the nation about it. He wrote a letter to the 

PM arguing for a nuanced approach to a lockdown, keeping India’s unique 

realities in mind.

Given India’s vast informal, daily wage labour force, a high density of people 
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living in one room houses, large urban-rural divide and a much younger 

population than the developed countries, he is arguing for a more balanced 

and humane approach than the current extreme and absolute lockdown.

Both former Finance Minister P. Chidambaram and you have argued for 

a economic package of Rs. 5-6 lakh crore. With the economy under a 

total shutdown now, is it even possible for the Centre to generate this 

kind of additional resources?

Of course it is entirely possible. In my piece in The Hindu, I had even detailed 

where to find the money — from a combination of rationalised expenditure, 

higher borrowing and printing of more money. It is absolutely imperative 

that the package consists of a “rescue” for the affected workforce. But it is 

important to remember this is not a demand crisis but a supply crisis. We run 

the risk of losing many lives due to the lockdown.

Ashok Desai (1942-2020): From Narmada to Sec 377, many 
landmarks in 6 decades
Former Attorney General of India and senior advocate Ashok Desai died in 

Mumbai   after a brief illness. He was 87.

Fondly known as Ashokbhai in legal circles, Desai began his practice in 1956 

in the Bombay High Court. He moved to Delhi after being appointed Solicitor 

General of India, a post he held from December 1989 to December 1990. 

A public interest and constitutional lawyer, he served as Attorney General 

of India from July 1996 to May 1998. In 2001, he was awarded the Padma 

Bhushan and the Law Luminary Award.

Desai dealt with several landmark cases including decriminalisation of 

homosexuality, Narmada dam, Illegal Migrants (Determination by Tribunal) 

Act in Assam, and the Vineet Narain case on investigation into corruption 

allegations against top public officials.



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     APRIL
     2020
     VOL.68

    
National

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

A London School of Economics graduate, Desai studied law at the Government 

Law College in Mumbai along with Fali Nariman, Anil Divan and Soli Sorabjee, 

who would later be his peers as India’s finest constitutional lawyers.

Desai’s first big case was when he appeared against former Maharashtra 

chief minister A R Antulay in the quid-pro-quo corruption matter. Desai won 

the case, leading to one of the first instances when a minister had to demit 

office because of court orders. He took on the Maharashtra government again 

in the Backbay Reclamation case, in which he successfully argued that the 

government can only auction land at market price and not arbitrarily.

In 1972, when Vijay Tendulkar’s ‘Sakharam Binder’ faced a ban, it was Desai 

who came to his rescue. Desai was an important figure in Bombay legal circles 

during the Emergency to mobilise lawyers in fighting preventive detention 

cases. He also fought the Salwa Judum case in the Supreme Court against 

the Chhattisgarh government.

Lawyers and political leaders including NCP chief Sharad Pawar, Congress 

leader and senior advocate Kapil Sibal, BJP leader and lawyer Gaurav Bhatia 

and Supreme Court lawyer Karuna Nandy expressed condolences and paid 

rich tributes to Desai.

“Saddened to hear about the demise of Senior Advocate and Former Attorney 

General of India, Shri Ashok Desai, a brilliant lawyer and Padma Bhushan 

awardee. My sincere condolences to the family,” Pawar tweeted.

Senior advocate Menaka Guruswamy, one of Desai’s juniors, said the “legal 

profession today is lesser with this loss”.

India to receive normal monsoon, forecasts IMD
India will likely have a normal monsoon, with a chance of ‘above normal’ rain 

in August and September, the India Meteorological Department (IMD) said.

The IMD issues a two-stage forecast: the first in April, followed by a more 
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detailed one in the last week of May, which will also illustrate how the monsoon 

will spread over the country.

The IMD’s confidence stems largely from global weather models pointing 

to negligible chances of El Nino, a warming of the central equatorial Pacific 

that’s associated with the drying up of monsoon rain.

It has also officially redefined the definition of what constitutes ‘normal’ rainfall 

and reduced it by 1 cm to 88 cm. The June-September rainfall accounts for 

75% of the country’s annual rainfall. “Quantitatively, the monsoon seasonal 

rainfall is likely to be 100% of the Long Period Average (LPA) with a model 

error of ± 5%. The LPA of the season rainfall over the country as a whole for 

the period 1961-2010 is 88 cm,” it said.

The expectation of excess rain comes from a forecast by the dynamical 

model or the Monsoon Mission Coupled Forecast System — that relies on 

supercomputers, mathematically simulating the physics of the ocean and the 

atmosphere. According to this forecast, there is a “high probability (70%)” for 

the rainfall to be “above normal to excess”.

Lockdown has helped achieve significant success, says 
expert
Lockdown has helped achieve significant success in slowing down COVID-

19 infections, according to Debaprasad Chattopadhyaya, director of National 

Institute of Traditional Medicine, a Belagavi-based Indian Council of Medical 

Research laboratory. “It has given us a lot of time to prepare for COVID-19 

management. That is the idea (behind a lockdown),” said the microbiologist 

who has worked with viruses and traditional medicine for decades across the 

country. Lockdown has helped delay the transition of disease transmission to 

stage three, he said.

“The third stage involves social or community transmission. It is a natural 
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course in disease transmission. It can only be delayed but cannot be avoided. 

However, slowing it down and buying time for solid ground-level preparations 

will help us face the social transmission stage,” he said.

He pointed out that the infected patients recover or their condition deteriorates 

depending on factors such as age, immunity levels and absence of co-

morbidities. “What we should understand is that the rate of COVID-19 spread 

is fast, but the mortality rate is low. It is, in fact, less than the mortality rate 

of its cousin virus SARS, which killed many more people and is still killing 

people after so many years,” he said.

Responding to reports that the State government has proposed to set up a 

COVID-19 test centre in ICMR-NITM in Belagavi, he said that the laboratory 

was ready with equipment, scientists and trained personnel to handle such 

challenges. “In fact, the institute has qualified and experienced scientists to 

find a cure for the disease. With the right equipment and some additional 

manpower, we could come up with a traditional medicine-based cure for the 

disease in around two years,” he said.

ICMR set up a regional medical research laboratory in Belagavi in 1994. It 

was renamed as National Institute of Traditional Medicine with an enlarged 

mandate to nucleate ICMR research on traditional medicine across the 

country and collaborate research with AYUSH wings.

“The Belagavi NITM laboratory is currently working on traditional drugs for 

dengue and liver disease, among other things,” said S.L Hoti, senior scientist 

and a former in-charge director of the laboratory.

“Efforts to find a cure for COVID-19 are on across the world. Clinical trials 

are on for drugs such as Remdesivir, Acyclovir, Penciclovir and Favipirvir in 

the U.S. and other countries. There is some work happening in India too,” 

Dr. Hoti said. Some existing drugs are being re-purposed for COVID 19, he 

said.
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‘Secularism not subject to politics’
Union Minister for Minority Affairs Mukhtar Abbas Naqvi   said secularism 

as an Indian value was a “perfect passion” in the country and not, as some 

assumed, subject to “political fashion”.

Mr. Naqvi’s statement, after he spoke to leaders of Muslim groups to send 

out messages of “at home” observance of the Ramzan fasting, comes a day 

after India’s Ambassador to the United Arab Emirates (UAE) Pawan Kapoor 

defended India’s record on secularism.

Mr. Kapoor’s intervention came when prominent sections of the UAE’s 

ruling class took exception to divisive and anti-Muslim social media posts by 

Indians.

Mr. Naqvi reiterated that constitutional, social and religious rights of all 

the citizens, including the minorities, were India’s constitutional and moral 

guarantees.

“Traditional and professional bogus bashing brigades are still active in 

conspiracy to spread misinformation. We should remain cautious of such evil 

forces and we need to work united to defeat their nefarious misinformation 

propaganda,” he said.

Fake news

There was needed to remain cautious of any type of fake news and conspiracies 

aimed at creating misinformation.

“The authorities have been working for the safety and well-being of all 

citizens of the country. Such type of rumours and conspiracies are a nefarious 

design to weaken the fight against corona. We should work united to win this 

fight against corona by defeating any type of rumour, misinformation and 

conspiracy,” he said.

“All the Muslim religious leaders, imams, religious and social organisations 

and the Muslim community have jointly decided to offer prayers and perform 
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other religious rituals during the holy month of Ramzan, which will start from 

24th April, staying inside their home,” he said.

Ramzan strategy

More than 30 State waqf boards had “started working on the strategy to 

ensure strict and honest implementation of the lockdown, curfew and social 

distancing during Ramzan with the coordination and cooperation of all the 

Muslim religious leaders, imams, religious and social organisations, the 

Muslim community and local administration.

The entire country had been fighting united against the COVID-19 

pandemic.

A decision was taken last week during a meeting of all the State waqf boards 

through video conferencing under the chairmanship of Mr. Naqvi that all 

the boards would ensure strict and honest implementation of the lockdown, 

curfew and social distancing during Ramzan.

Regulatory body

It is to be noted that more than 7 lakh registered mosques, eidgah, imambada, 

dargah and other religious and social institutions come under the State waqf 

boards across the country. The Central Waqf Council is the regulatory body 

for State waqf boards.

“In view of the challenges of Corona pandemic, all the religious-social 

activities and mass gathering in all the temples, gurdwaras, churches and 

other religious & social places of the country have been stopped,” he said, 

highlighting the universal nature of such prohibitions.

Aadhaar seeding deadline for PM KISAN extended for some 
States
Farmers in Assam, Meghalaya, J&K and Ladakh have been given a one-year 

extension to provide Aadhaar data to avail themselves of income support 
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benefits under the PM-KISAN scheme. The new deadline will be March 31, 

2021. The decision to relax the mandatory requirement of Aadhaar seeding of 

data for beneficiaries in these States and the Union Territories was taken by 

the Union Cabinet. This will benefit about 38 lakh farmers who have already 

received at least one installment of PM-KISAN support.

EU divided over virus recovery plan
Bitterly divided EU leaders will try Thursday to hammer out a huge coronavirus 

rescue package, as the WHO warned the pandemic is far from over.

While there are signs the COVID-19 outbreak is slowing and some countries 

have started to ease restrictions affecting billions of people, the world is 

grappling with how to repair economic damage on a scale not seen for nearly 

a century.

Other nations are still in the early stages of the fight against a disease that 

has killed more than 1,80,000 people and infected 2.6 million worldwide, 

even as it appears to be peaking in Europe and the U.S.

Oil prices and stocks rallied   after a virus-induced pounding earlier this 

week but uncertainty remained, with governments fearing a second wave of 

coronavirus infections if lockdowns are lifted too fast.

In Europe, still the worst-hit continent with 1,10,000 deaths, leaders are set 

to haggle via videoconference on a giant economic recovery package, but a 

deep north-south divide threatens to scupper any progress.

‘Spirit of solidarity’

The fight has reopened the wounds of the 2009 economic crisis with debt-

laden southern states like Spain and Italy, both badly hit by the disease, 

demanding help to get back on their feet.

“With the pandemic, nobody calls,” says Pedro Oran, a 53-year-old Spaniard 

who usually works by helping a plumber.
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But richer northern countries like Germany and the Netherlands, while saying 

they are ready to help for now, insist they will not take the long-term step of 

pooling debt with Mediterranean governments they accuse of profligacy.

“In the spirit of solidarity, we should be prepared to make completely different, 

that is to say significantly higher contributions to the European budget over 

a set period,” German Chancellor Angela Merkel said.

No joint statement

In a sign of how far apart the bloc’s 27 countries are, leaders will not even 

issue their usual joint statement after the videoconference, a diplomat said.

The divisions could not come at a worse time, with the eurozone economy 

suffering an unprecedented collapse in April due to the pandemic, according 

to a leading business survey by analysis firm IHS Markit.

The pressure on governments everywhere to ease the economic pain is 

growing by the day, with tens of millions unemployed and several countries 

at risk of famine.

Some EU countries have slightly eased restrictions but bans on large 

gatherings have been extended.

Trump signs executive order restricting immigration
U.S. President Donald Trump signed an executive order   barring certain 

categories of immigrants from admission to the U.S. for 60 days, ostensibly 

to protect Americans’ jobs at risk from the COVID-19 pandemic. The order 

has several exemptions, including for those who are already in the U.S. 

seeking to switch their visa status to permanent residency.

Mr. Trump had tweeted earlier this week that he would “temporarily suspend 

immigration”.

“In order to protect our great American workers, I’ve just signed an executive 

order temporarily suspending immigration into the United States. This will 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     APRIL
     2020
     VOL.68

    
National

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

ensure that unemployed Americans of all backgrounds will be first in line for 

jobs as our economy reopens,” he told a press conference in Washington  

. He also suggested it could be amended or extended at the appropriate 

time.

The President’s proclamation went into effect shortly before the country’s 

weekly job report was released, showing that another 4.4 million Americans 

had declared themselves unemployed in the week ending April 18, taking 

the total number to some 26 million since the pandemic began.

The immigration of the following categories of non-U.S. citizens is restricted 

for 60 days starting Thursday: those outside the U.S., those who do not 

already have a valid immigrant visa, those that do not have an official 

travel document other than a visa that is valid on the effective date of the 

proclamation “or issued on any date thereafter that permits him or her to 

travel to the United States and seek entry or admission”.

Chain migration

The new order, while in effect, will prevent individuals from bringing their 

parents, adult children, or siblings into the U.S. (Mr. Trump has called this 

“chain migration”).

Entry into the U.S. for individuals who are already legal permanent residents 

is not suspended. The order also does not apply to spouses of U.S. citizens 

or those seeking entry on the EB-5 investor visa.

Some immigrant visa holders such as doctors, nurses, healthcare workers 

and COVID-19 researchers and their spouses and minor dependents are 

exempt from the suspension order

“Without intervention, the United States faces a potentially protracted 

economic recovery with persistently high unemployment,” the presidential 

order reads.

“ …Introducing additional permanent residents when our healthcare 
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resources are limited puts strain on the finite limits of our healthcare system 

at a time when we need to prioritize Americans and the existing immigrant 

population,” it said.

Last year, just over 1 million people got green cards as per Department of 

Homeland Security (DHS) data. Some 56% switched visa status from within 

the U.S. and 44% entered the U.S. on immigrant visas. The proportions for 

the 53,707 Indians who got green cards in FY2019 (year ending October 

2019) were similar —with slightly less than half getting immigrant visas from 

outside.

Mr Trump’s policies have progressively tried to restrict both legal and illegal 

migration to the U.S.

Critics have said his latest policy is to distract from criticisms of his handling 

of the pandemic.

“President Trump now seeks to distract us from his fumbled COVID-19 

response by trying to put the blame on immigrants. The truth is that many 

immigrants are on our front lines, protecting us as doctors, nurses, health 

aids, farmworkers, and restaurant workers,” Jerrold Nadler, a high ranking 

Democrat in the House of Representatives said.

Give WHO powers to send in inspectors: Australia PM
Australia’s Prime Minister called   for the World Health Organization to be 

given powers similar to U.N.-backed weapons inspectors, allowing their 

experts to enter virus-stricken countries to help prevent future pandemics.

WHO member countries should be required to allow independent health 

inspectors to investigate new virus outbreaks within their borders as a 

condition of membership, Scott Morrison said.

Enabling these officials to mobilise quickly and carry out assessments like 

“weapons inspectors” could help save lives, he added. “If you’re going to 
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be a member of a club like the World Health Organization, there should be 

obligations and responsibilities attached to that,” he said.

Mr. Morrison reportedly raised the issue with several world leaders this 

week.

Industries cannot be forced to pay wages: panel
The Parliamentary Committee on Labour, in its report on the Industrial 

Relations Code, 2019, submitted, has recommended that “in case of natural 

calamities, payment of wages to the workers until the re-establishment of the 

industry may be unjustifiable”.

Committee Chairman and senior BJD leader Bhartruhari Mahtab said that 

the ongoing lockdown to check the spread of COVID-19 can be counted as 

one such calamity.

The Industrial Code makes it incumbent upon the employer to pay 50% wages 

to the workers/employees who are laid off due to a shortage of power, coal, 

raw material and such instances for 45 days.

The committee has, however, expressed reservation on payment of the 

prescribed percentage of wages to the workers in the event of closure of an 

establishment due to “natural calamity” .

“In case of natural calamities like earthquake, flood, super cyclone etc. which 

often result in closure of establishments for a considerably longer period 

without the employer’s fault, payment of wages to the workers until the re-

establishment of the industry may be unjustifiable,” the report says.

The committee has suggested that “clarity” be brought in so that employers 

“not responsible for closure or lay off, are not disadvantaged in case of such 

natural calamity of high intent”.

Asked if COVID-19 and the ongoing 40-day lockdown under which almost 

all industries have been shut, would also count as a natural calamity, Mr. 
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Mahtab told The Hindu, that “it should”.

‘A helping hand’

“The basic idea about our recommendations is that the industry should also 

not be forced when the situation is beyond their control. The law has to be 

reasonable. It is for the government to step in and extend a helping hand for 

the industries,” he added. These recommendations were strongly opposed 

by three members — CPI(M) Rajya Sabha member Elamaram Kaim, CPI 

Lok Sabha member K. Subbarayan and DMK’s M. Shanmugam.

Dissent note

In his dissent note against the report, Mr. Karim said the recommendations 

are unfortunate especially in the present context.

“Given the present situation where the entire nation is fighting against 

monstrous attack of novel coronavirus and when every ordinary citizen has 

been shouldering the risk beyond his/her capacity, I am not able to understand 

the rationale behind these recommendations,” Mr. Karim wrote.

The Industrial Relations Code, 2019 is an amalgamation of three laws — the 

Industrial Disputes Act, 1947, the Trade Unions Act, 1926, and the Industrial 

Employment (Standing Orders) Act, 1946.

The law was introduced in the Lok Sabha in November last year and referred 

to the Standing Committee on Labour in December.

With the ongoing lockdown, the draft report was circulated to the members 

on April 15 via e-mail and they were given eight days to respond. And the final 

adopted report was accepted by the Speaker Om Birla.

Lockdown ensured growth of cases remained linear, says 
govt.
India has managed to maintain a linear growth of COVID-19 cases over the 

one month period during its lockdown, the Union Health Ministry said   even 
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as the country reported over 1,409 new COVID-19 cases, taking the total 

number of cases to 21,700 with 16,689 active ones.

Recoveries

There have been over 4,324 recoveries, which takes the recovery rate to 

19.89 %, the Health Ministry said. A total of 686 deaths have been reported, 

with 34 in the past 24 hours.

It added that as  , there are 12 districts that did not have a fresh case in the 

last 28 days. Since April 21, eight new districts have been added including 

— Chitradurga (Karnataka), Bilaspur (Chhattisgarh), Imphal West (Manipur), 

Aizawl West (Mizoram), Bhadradri Kothagudem (Telangana), Pilibhit (Uttar 

Pradesh), SBS Nagar (Punjab) and South Goa (Goa).

Also, 78 districts from 23 States/Union Territories have not reported any 

fresh cases during the last 14 days.

State Health Departments have put the nationwide death toll at 718 with 

23,034 cases of which 17, 428 are active ones.

Maharashtra has 5,304 active cases, with Mumbai reporting 478 new cases 

and eight deaths   taking the death toll to 168 and 4,232 cases.

‘Strategies successful’

“Despite a 24-fold increase in testing, the percentage of positive cases is not 

rising phenomenally when compared to the percentage of positive cases at 

the beginning of the lockdown,” said chairman of the empowered group-2 

C.K. Mishra.

“The growth of cases has been more or less linear, not exponential; this 

indicates that the strategies we have adopted have succeeded in containing 

the infection to a particular level,” Mr. Mishra added.
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Important evidence of former SEC’s letter tampered with, 
says CID DG
The CID of the A.P. Police has claimed that it has clinching evidence on the 

alleged tampering of the computer and laptop of the former State Election 

Commissioner N. Ramesh Kumar, through which the latter had purportedly 

written a letter to Home Secretary on March 18.

Preliminary investigation on the basis of a complaint lodged by YSRCP MP V. 

Vijaya Sai Reddy reportedly revealed that the desktop computer, laptop and 

the pen drive used to transmit the letter had been tampered with.

“We have found that the laptop purportedly used by the then SEC to draft the 

letter, the desktop and the pen drive have been tampered with. The laptop 

has been formatted several times and the pen drive smashed physically. All 

this points to suspicion that the letter that had the signature of then SEC could 

have been come from outside the office,” said Additional Director-General, 

CID, P.V. Sunil Kumar.

The CID, which began investigation, called Assistant Secretary, SEC, K. 

Samba Murthy and recorded his statements.

According to Mr. Murthy, the then SEC had asked for the email address of 

the Home Secretary on March 17. Soon after the Supreme Court verdict on 

March 18, the then SEC dictated a five-page letter to Mr. Murthy, who typed 

the letter in a laptop. The letter was transferred to a desktop using a pen drive 

and a print out was taken. The SEC signed the letter and sent the scanned 

copy through email from his mobile. But the CID found that the file on the 

desktop had been erased, the laptop formatted and the pen drive destroyed. 

Mr. Kumar said the three items would be sent for forensic investigation, and 

action would be taken accordingly.
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It’s just more than taking a policy
We saw some basic insurance principles that govern the contract in the last 

instalment of Cover Note.

Let us see some more principles that spell out rights and responsibilities, 

and some obligations and common sense procedures you should follow.

You have entered into an insurance contract with a valid insurable interest 

(financial ownership in the event of a loss) in what is insured and are 

conducting yourself with utmost good faith by disclosing all material facts.

When a loss takes place, at which point you will be entitled to prefer a claim, 

you have to observe the principle of loss minimisation (act as a prudent 

uninsured) and you will be indemnified (compensated) for your loss as per 

policy terms.

After this comes the principle of subrogation.

This means the insurer, after paying you the claim as per the terms of the 

policy now comes into all your rights against the party or parties that caused 

your loss.

If your property was damaged by somebody’s vehicle, in the normal course 

you would try to get him to pay for the repairs. Since you are insured, the 

insurance company steps in and compensates you. Once that is done, your 

right to compensation is transferred to the insurance company which can 

proceed against them to recover their expenses. (If they recover anything in 

excess of that, you are entitled to it!)

There are sixth and seventh principles of insurance that are not a part of your 

responsibilities but form the bases for determining the liability and its extent 

under an insurance contract. They are the principle of proximate cause and 

principle of contribution, and apply under certain circumstances.

Apart from the legal foundations of insurance, which gives you these 

responsibilities, you have other responsibilities when you buy a policy. 
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Ensure correct information in your proposal form. This includes personal and 

contact information that should be updated as and when required.

Aadhaar link

These days Aadhaar is linked with insurance policies, a process that protects 

your interests. So, please ensure the proposal form and the policy spell your 

name and give your address as it appears in your Aadhaar.

PAN number is also a necessity in insurance proposal forms and later, in 

case of claims. If an error occurs, immediately pursue it with the insurance 

company and get it corrected.

Always pay for your policy via cheque or Internet banking or any recorded 

method of payment such as credit cards. This establishes your premium 

payment because, according to Indian law, risk commences only after 

premium is received by the insurance company.

If you issue a cheque, do verify that the debit appears in your bank account 

and maintain a copy and a record of all the documentation you share with 

your insurance company such as cheque number, bank statement, copy of 

your proposal form (which the insurance company has to supply to you as 

per regulations when they issue the policy), any correspondence with the 

insurance company and, of course, the contact information of your insurance 

company branch and the agent who sells the policy.

Create a method to track the renewal dates of various insurance policies.

‘Executive is better suited to deal with the COVID-19 crisis’
The Supreme Court has acted with certain restraint during the lockdown 

days.

Imagine if this was an earthquake or floods or whatever... This is really a 

situation when the Executive gets into action. The usual three ‘Ms’ are ‘men, 

material and money’. It is very difficult for the court to assume charge and 
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say ‘this is what the priority should be’ and ‘this is what it should be like’. The 

Executive is better suited to decide on the ‘whats’, ‘hows’ and ‘whens’ of 

deploying money, material and men.

Of course, the courts ensure that rule of law does not suffer and people’s 

lives and properties do not suffer. But courts cannot deal with the situation 

on the ground. What do courts normally do? Courts declare rights, which are 

given effect to by the Executive. This is not a situation where declaration of 

rights has much priority or as much importance as in other times.

So, it comes down to the question of which organ of governance is best 

suited for the situation. Other than looking at the validity of administrative and 

executive action and protecting, say, the right to life, the courts have little to 

do.

The virus has changed the way cases are heard, from open court system to 

videoconferencing

Videoconferencing does not mean courts are closed. Virtual courts are not 

in-camera courts. When the video links are given, there are people who can 

see what is happening on the screen from where the lawyers address the 

court. We are not prohibiting that. It is not a binary situation.

The distinction made between videoconferencing and open court system 

is not accurate. A better description would be virtual courts and ‘courts in 

congregation’.

There is no absence of openness in the present videoconferencing 

proceedings. Things are not being decided without anybody coming to know. 

Litigants can watch the proceedings. Lawyers are present. The other side is 

there. The court is there. Court staff is there. Live reporting by the media is 

happening. Even people who are waiting for their cases to be called out are 

watching.

Yes, maybe the number of people who could attend like in a court in 

congregation is reduced. That is because a social distancing norm is in place 
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as it is being done all over the country.

What has changed in the justice administration system after the 

lockdown?

The fact of the matter is there is much less pressure on the courts as very few 

actions are being taken in the countries which normally generate litigation. 

The courts are not executing decrees, landlords are not throwing tenants 

out, and there is no employer-employee trouble. Yes, there was total disarray 

in the labour field... But what I am saying is, normally problems come from 

recovery, execution, tenants and landlords, administration action... The police 

are not as active in law and order area as it was earlier. I suppose criminals 

are less active in their areas, I suppose, I don’t know... So, generally, events 

that generate litigation are few and far between. To that extent, pressure is 

also less on the courts and filing of cases is not what it was.

The court is going through a unique experience during the time of the 

COVID-19 lockdown which has crossed 30 days

The whole country is going through it and bearing it stoically. One has to 

be stoic in such a situation. The courts are doing their best to cope with 

the situation, in particular, they are selecting and prioritising matters they 

must hear. Courts are continuing to hear cases despite constraints through 

videoconferencing.

Will the functioning of the court return to normal after May 3?

Too hazardous to say anything now. WHO projection for Maharashtra is 

a huge number. We don’t know what is going to happen in Delhi. We are 

watching the situation closely and reviewing it once or twice a week. I am 

doing it. There is a committee set up by the judges to meet with the members 

of the Bar and take a decision.
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India among top 3 military spenders: report
The global military expenditure rose to $1917 billion in 2019 with India and 

China emerging among the top three spenders, according to a report by 

a Swedish think tank, Stockholm International Peace Research Institute 

(SIPRI).

“In 2019, China and India were, respectively, the second- and third-largest 

military spenders in the world. China’s military expenditure reached $261 

billion in 2019, a 5.1% increase compared with 2018, while India’s grew by 

6.8% to $71.1 billion,” the report said.

In 2019, the top five largest spenders — U.S. ($732 bn), China, India, Russia 

($65.1 bn) and Saudi Arabia ($61.9 bn) — accounted for 62% of the global 

expenditure. The annual report ‘Trends in World Military Expenditure, 2019’ 

was released.

“India’s tensions and rivalry with both Pakistan and China are among the 

major drivers for its increased military spending,” the report quoted SIPRI 

Senior Researcher Siemon T. Wezeman. The $71.1 billion spent by India on 

defence in 2019 was 2.4% of its Gross Domestic Product (GDP). India was 

at the fourth position in 2018 with Saudi Arabia at the third.

Significant rise

Stating that India’s expenditure in 2019 was 6.8% more than that in 2018, the 

report says the country’s military expenditure has risen significantly over the 

past few decades. “It grew by 259% over the 30-year period of 1990–2019, 

and by 37% over the decade of 2010–19. However, its military burden fell 

from 2.7% of GDP in 2010 to 2.4% in 2019.”

While India’s defence spending excluding pensions, which constitute a 

significant part, has been growing in absolute terms, it has been going down 

as a percentage of its GDP as noted by the report. For instance, the defence 

allocation in the latest budget for 2020-21 which was Rs. 3.37 lakh crore, 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     APRIL
     2020
     VOL.68

    
National

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

excluding defence pensions, accounts for about 1.5% of the country’s GDP, 

the lowest in recent times.

In comparison, Pakistan’s military expenditure rose by 70% over the decade 

2010–19, to reach $10.3 billion while the military burden increased from 

3.4% of GDP in 2010 to 4% in 2019, says the report. Pakistan was at the 

24th position in 2019 compared to 19th in 2018.

‘India working with China to ensure quality of supplies’
The External Affairs Ministry has said more than 400 tonnes of medical 

equipment from China have arrived in the past two weeks. How are the 

two countries working together during the pandemic?

India is in the process of commercially procuring a large amount of medical 

supplies from China. Our priority is for quality products to be available at 

reasonable and stable prices and enable their transport in an efficient and 

timely manner to India. We have been working together with the Chinese 

side on identifying bona fide suppliers, facilitating customs procedures and 

expediting flight clearances, etc. Smooth cooperation in these areas would 

be an excellent development in our bilateral relations.

Tens of thousands of PPE kits failed quality tests, and the use of rapid 

antibody test kits had to be put on hold. Why has India continued with 

imports?

China happens to be among the world’s largest producers of some of the 

medical supplies that India is looking to procure at this moment. With regard 

to quality issues with the rapid antibody tests, you may have to inquire with the 

agencies at the Indian end that were involved with the procurement process. 

Regarding PPE kits, it may be noted that several agencies in India, including 

private entities, are involved in this procurement exercise and may not have 
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been in a position to look at quality-related issues in detail.

As far as the procurement of PPE kits by the Government of India through 

the Embassy in Beijing is concerned, we are taking care to ensure that this is 

confined to a list of approved and qualified suppliers who figure on an official 

Chinese Government list. Chinese authorities have also added an extra 

quality inspection requirement for all consignments before they are handed 

over to customs authorities.

We are also doing our part in the quality assurance exercise by insisting 

on an independent third-party inspection by reputed agencies [such as 

SGS Switzerland and Bureau Veritas]. Indeed, it is through this third party 

inspection that we have been able to detect issues with a recent consignment 

and have had it returned to the manufacturer for rectification.

China has called India’s decision to push FDI from neighbours through the 

government route a discriminatory move, violating global commitments. What 

is your response?

There is no prohibition or bar on investments resulting from these procedural 

changes, which have been made with full cognisance of India’s international 

commitments.

Will this slow the flow of Chinese investments into India?

India continues to remain among the most attractive global destinations 

for FDI. Capital only seeks returns, and as long as India continues to be a 

profitable place to do business, I do not expect the trend of investment into 

India from anywhere in the world to change.

Is India exploring any formal cooperation to learn from mistakes and best 

practices adopted by Wuhan?

Members of the Indian scientific fraternity had participated in a video 

conference organised by the Chinese side that was dedicated to sharing 

China’s experiences in tackling the COVID-19 crisis.

There may be more such opportunities in future, and we will look forward to 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     APRIL
     2020
     VOL.68

    
National

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

participating in them. Right now, the preoccupation in both countries is to 

deal with the immediate challenges posed by the pandemic.

Institutes like the National Centre for Biological Sciences (NCBS) and the Tata 

Institute of Fundamental Research have collaborated in the past in studies 

with the Wuhan Institute of Virology. Do you see more such collaborations, 

or will they come to an end after the pandemic?

Public health issues, epidemiology, vaccine development, etc., are areas with 

significant potential for cooperation between India and China, given our large 

populations, and our large pools of scientific and technological manpower. I 

think it would be mutually beneficial to remain engaged in these areas.

The agencies concerned would be better placed to answer questions on 

specific programmes of cooperation.

Celebrations for the 70th year of India-China relations have been put on 

pause. Will the informal summit between Prime Minister Modi and President 

Xi be postponed this year?

At the second Informal Summit in Chennai, Prime Minister Modi and President 

Xi had agreed to celebrate this event through 70 activities. The outbreak has 

obviously interrupted our plans. We may, thus, not necessarily be able to 

undertake every activity, but it remains our intention to try and do as much as 

possible in the time that is available to us. Both sides remain engaged on the 

issue, and we hope we can resume engagements at the earliest possible, 

whenever it is safe and healthy to do so.

‘Anti-graft law covers deemed universities’
In a significant ruling, the Supreme Court has held that bribery and corruption 

in a deemed university can be tried under the Prevention of Corruption Act.

Individuals, authorities or officials connected to a deemed university, whatever 

be their role or designation, come under the definition of a ‘public servant’. 
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They can be tried and punished under the anti-corruption law, the court 

said.

Deemed universities come within the ambit of the term ‘university’ in Section 

2(c)(xi) of the Prevention of Corruption (PC) Act, 1988.

A deemed institution under the University Grants Commission Act of 1956 has 

the same common public duty like a university to confer academic degrees, 

which are recognised in the society.

Officials of a deemed varsity, though not seen as public servants in the 

conventional sense, perform duties in the discharge of which the State, the 

public and the community at large has an interest, a three-judge Bench led 

by Justice N.V. Ramana reasoned in a judgment pronounced on April 27.

“The object of the PC Act was not only to prevent the social evil of bribery and 

corruption, but also to make the same applicable to individuals who might 

conventionally not be considered public servants. The purpose under the PC 

Act was to shift focus from those who are traditionally called public officials, 

to those individuals who perform public duties. Keeping the same in mind, it 

cannot be stated that a deemed university and the officials therein, perform 

any less or any different a public duty,” Justice Ramana, who authored the 

main judgment shared with Justice Mohan M. Shantanagoudar, observed.

Home Ministry clears inter-State movement of stranded 
people
More than a month after the countrywide lockdown owing to the COVID-

19 pandemic, the Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA) issued guidelines to 

allow inter-State movement of stranded migrant workers, tourists, pilgrims, 

students and others.

Public transport, including trains and buses, continue to remain suspended 

and the State governments have been asked to appoint nodal authorities to 
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register such stranded persons and facilitate their movement.

The MHA spokesperson tweeted   that new guidelines to fight COVID-19 will 

come into effect from May 4 “which shall give considerable relaxations to 

many districts.” “Details regarding this shall be communicated in the days to 

come,” the tweet said.

Quarantine mandatory

The MHA said such persons should be kept in home quarantine for 14 

days unless an assessment by a medical team recommended institutional 

quarantine.

For individuals who wanted to travel in their private cars, permission should 

be taken from the State authorities, an official said. “If someone has to cross 

multiple States to reach their destination, then the State authority where the 

travel will originate, will coordinate with the respective State authorities and 

issue a pass accordingly,” a senior Home Ministry official stated.

The BJP-ruled Uttar Pradesh was one of the first States to arrange for the 

return of stranded migrant workers to return to their homes.

The guidelines issued by the MHA on April 19 asserted that there would be 

no inter-State movement of labourers.

Following Uttar Pradesh, States like Punjab, Odisha, West Bengal and 

Maharashtra were coordinating inter-State movement of migrant workers.

Right step: Bihar CM

Bihar Chief Minister Nitish Kumar had requested the Centre to change its 

guidelines and allow students and workers living outside to return home.

Mr. Kumar welcomed the move. In a statement issued  , he said the relaxation 

provided by the MHA was an appropriate step and a large number of people 

stuck outside the State would be able to return.
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Consumers find buying goods from stores easier than online, 
says survey
A majority of consumers have been able to buy essential goods from their local 

retailers during the ongoing lockdown as against from e-commerce platforms, 

according to a survey by online social community platform LocalCircles.

About 55% of the respondents in the survey said they were still unable to get 

most essential goods via e-commerce platforms as against 38% who stated 

that they were unable to buy these from their local retail stores.

The survey, between March 30 and 31, which received 17,048 responses 

from consumers located in 178 districts across the country, however, showed 

that the overall situation in terms of access to essential goods had improved 

from an earlier survey on March 27-28.

That survey had showed 59% of those who ordered essential goods via an e-

commerce app could not receive them, while 40% of those who went to local 

retail stores could not get most of the essential goods that they had wanted.

LocalCircles noted that the e-commerce industry was still facing a challenge 

in obtaining curfew passes for delivery personnel in many parts of the country. 

In addition, availability of workforce was also a hurdle for warehousing and 

delivery, as migrant labourers were moving back to their hometowns.

“As a result, most e-commerce platforms are still not accepting orders for 

essential goods in most cities and if an order is accepted, long fulfilment 

times of 5-6 days (versus 1-2 days in normal circumstances) is being 

promised to consumers. Latest feedback from consumers is also indicating 

that some platforms are doing last minute cancellations on 25-50% of the 

items ordered,” it said in a statement.

Centre to borrow 63% of gross in first half of fiscal
The Centre will borrow Rs. 4.88 lakh crore in the first half of the coming 
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financial year 2020-21, or 62.56% of the gross borrowings of Rs. 7.8 lakh 

crore for FY21, Department of Economic Affairs Secretary Atanu Chakraborty 

said  .

“The government is committed to meet its requirements for fighting COVID-19, 

whether on account of health issues, or on account of protecting the economy, 

and also providing necessary stimulus at any point of time. The entire borrowing 

was designed in that fashion,” Mr. Chakraborty told journalists here.

Cash management

He added the plan would enable the government to have sufficient amounts 

for cash management to meet such requirements.

The Centre proposes to revise its ways and means advances (WMA) limit to 

Rs. 1.2 lakh crore.

This will be reviewed on a need basis, according to Mr. Chakraborty.

The revised limit is significantly higher than the Rs. 75,000 crore limit imposed 

in the first half of 2019-20.

The government will roll out weekly G-Sec tranches of Rs. 19-21,000 crore, 

higher than the Rs. 17,000-crore tranches in 2019-20.

It plans weekly borrowings of Rs. 25,000 crore in the first quarter, with a net 

borrowing of Rs. 1,37,090 crore in the quarter, he said.

The Budget announcement for G-sec issuances through Debt Exchange 

Traded Fund route will be operationalised in the second half of 2020-21, 

and will be rolled out by initiating appointment of required intermediaries, he 

added.

RBI relaxes export rules, allows States and UTs to borrow 
more
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has announced more measures to fight 

economic disruptions caused by COVID-19, including extension of the 
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realisation period of export proceeds and allowing States to borrow more.

“Presently, the value of the goods or software exports made by exporters is 

required to be realised fully and repatriated to the country within nine months 

from the date of exports.

“In view of the disruption caused by the pandemic, the time period for realisation 

and repatriation of export proceeds for exports made up to or on July 31, 

2020, has been extended to 15 months from the date of export,” the RBI said. 

The measure will enable exporters to realise their receipts, especially from 

COVID-19 affected countries, within the extended period, and also provide 

greater flexibility to exporters to negotiate future export contracts with buyers 

abroad.

The central bank has also formed an advisory committee to review the ways 

and means limit for State governments and union territories. Till the panel 

submits its report, the central bank has increased the ways and means 

advances limit by 30% for States and union territories.

“Pending submission of the final recommendations by the Committee, it has 

been decided to increase the WMA limit by 30% from the existing limit for all 

States/UTs to enable State governments to tide over the situation arising from 

the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. The revised limits will come into 

force with effect from April 1, 2020 and will be valid till September 30, 2020, 

the RBI said.

The ‘Ways and Means Advances’ is a scheme that helps meet mismatches in 

receipts and payments of the government. Under this scheme, a government 

can avail itself of immediate cash from the RBI.

The central bank has also deferred the implementation of counter cyclical 

capital buffer (CCyB) for banks.

“Based on the review and empirical analysis of CCyB indicators, it has been 

decided that it is not necessary to activate CCyB for a period of one year or 

earlier, as may be necessary,” the RBI said.
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Need to monetise deficit with RBI subscribing to primary issue 
of g-secs: SBI Report
At a time when market appetite is low due to COVID-19 pandemic, there is 

a need to monetise deficit with the Reserve Bank subscribing to the primary 

issues of dated central government securities, a SBI report has suggested.

Economy to contract 4.5% in fourth quarter, says ICRA
The Indian economy is likely to witness a sharp contraction of 4.5% during 

Q4FY20 and is expected to recover gradually to post a GDP growth of just 2% 

in FY21, rating agency ICRA said.

ICRA said it reduced the growth forecast due to the nationwide lockdown 

imposed in the backdrop of the COVID-19 pandemic.

“Concerns have morphed from the impact of imports from China on domestic 

supply chains into domestic and external demand shock, with social distancing 

and lockdowns leading to production shutdowns and job losses in some 

sectors,” ICRA said. Sectors that will be impacted the most are aviation, hotels, 

restaurants and tourism, auto dealerships, ceramic tiles, gems and jewellery, 

retail, shipping, ports and port services, seafood and poultry and microfinance 

institutions.

The impact on sectors such as automobiles, auto components, building 

materials, construction, chemicals, residential real estate, consumer goods, 

pharmaceuticals, logistics, banking, mining, paper, consulting, ferrous metals, 

footwear, glass, plastics, power and trading are going to be moderate.

“The low impact sectors will be education, dairy products, fertilisers and seeds, 

FMCG, healthcare, food and food products, insurance, telecom, utilities, sugar, 

tea, coffee and agricultural produce,” ICRA said.

The rating agency said extended demand disruptions are likely to lead to 

elongated payment cycles.
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“Since an entity’s liquidity position is of paramount importance to support its 

credit profile, it is expected that several entities would seek to conserve cash, 

either by invoking force majeure clauses to revoke payments or by deferring 

payments to the extent possible,” it said, adding this could result in many 

entities facing working capital blockage as their receivables get stretched and 

inventory not reducing simultaneously.

World faces new ‘Great Depression’
World powers scrambled   to build a global response to the human tragedy and 

once-in-a-century economic collapse caused by the coronavirus epidemic, as 

death tolls in the U.S. and Europe soared higher.

In a locked-down New York, the UN Security Council was to meet on the 

pandemic for the first time. And, by video conference, EU Finance Ministers 

are wrangling over how to bail out their worst hit members Italy and Spain.

“We anticipate the worst economic fallout since the Great Depression,” said 

IMF chief Kristalina Georgieva, warning that all but a handful of countries will 

see incomes fall and urging governments to provide “lifelines” to businesses 

and households alike.

The U.S. Federal Reserve tossed out just such a rescue to Americans, with 

chairman Jerome Powell announcing financing facilities of $2.3 trillion “to 

provide as much relief and stability as we can during this period of constrained 

economic activity”.

He warned, however, that the U.S. economy is moving “with alarming speed” 

towards “very high unemployment”. Another 6.6 million U.S. workers filed for 

unemployment benefits last week, new data showed  , meaning that nearly 17 

million workers have lost their jobs since mid-March.

On the spiritual front, Pope Francis was preparing to celebrate Maundy 

Thursday with The Mass of the Lord’s Supper, but he was to be unable to 
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perform the tradition of washing the feet of the faithful in case of infection.

Meanwhile, the number of worldwide cases of the novel coronavirus since it 

spread from China earlier this year topped 1.5 million, according to an AFP 

tally. More than 88,981 people have died.

Worst recession

Alongside the personal tragedies and the pressure on overburdened hospitals, 

there has been a stark economic toll, with the World Trade Organization 

warning of the “worst recession of our lifetimes.”

The worst-hit countries in Europe — the worst-hit continent — are Italy and 

Spain, where daily death tolls are now down from their peaks but still running 

high, despite strict lockdowns.

In Italy, the country’s youngest COVID-19 patient, a two-month-old baby girl, 

was reportedly released from hospital, a moment of hope in a country with 

17,669 dead.

Madrid and Rome are seeking assistance from EU partners to rebuild 

their economies. EU finance ministers were to meet later Thursday by 

videoconference for crisis talks to try to agree terms to allow hard-hit members 

to access funds.

News channels seek time to pay Prasar Bharati carriage fee
Amidst the ongoing lockdown, the News Broadcasters Association (NBA), 

an association of 77 news channels in India, has sought delayed payment 

of the carriage fee for slots on the DD Free Dish from the Information and 

Broadcasting Ministry .

The DD Free Dish reaches 30 million households, who get 80 channels without 

paying any monthly subscription fee to cable TV providers. DD Free Dish has 

slots for 80 channels, out of which 26 slots are reserved for Doordarshan-

run channels and the remaining 54 slots are open for bidding by private 
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channels.

In a recent letter, NBA President Rajat Sharma wrote to the Union Minister for 

Information and Broadcasting Prakash Javadekar that against the backdrop 

of the coronavirus pandemic and lockdown, news broadcasters were facing 

a financial crisis as operation costs have shot up while advertising release 

orders are being cancelled. “Advertising inventory bookings are lower than 

50% even for the top-rated news channels — advertising is a single source 

of earning for news broadcasters and this will lead to a serious cash flow 

problem,” Mr. Sharma wrote.

The payment for slots on carriage fee was due on March 31 and the NBA 

sought it to be deferred until July. According to sources, the NBA and Prasar 

Bharati are working out an alternative model which, sources said, would 

require the channels to pay an interest of 5.7% per annum. This has left the 

broadcasters miffed.

Do you know your insurance policy?
While training for insurance, I heard the following story to explain the concept 

of insurance.

Many years ago, there was a human settlement on a hilly region of China. 

During summer, menfolk would descend the hills, cross the dry river bed and 

set up tents on the plains.

Next, they would start ploughing the land, sow the seeds and wait for rains. 

Later, they would harvest the crop and start their journey back to their 

settlement.

The dry river bed would now have water flowing forcefully and hence, each 

man would make a wooden barge, keep his agricultural produce on it and 

cross the river. Every year, about one in ten men would face the peril of the 

barge being swept away by the waters. He would then swim across the river, 
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but his entire year’s crop would have gone. There were a few intelligent men 

in the settlement. They decided that from the subsequent year onwards, once 

they came near the river, they would form groups, each with ten members. 

Each team member, like always, will make a wooden barge. However, unlike 

previous years where every individual kept his produce on his barge alone, 

going ahead, each team member would distribute his produce across barges 

of other team members. Thus, the total produce of an individual would be 

spread across ten wooden barges in a team.

If one of the barges was swept away, each would only lose only 10% of his 

total crop. This ensured that no member of the settlement would lose the 

entire produce and live in poverty for the rest of the year.

Insurance is all about spreading risk and sharing losses.

My IPO

All of us have heard the term IPO. The performance of that IPO, during the 

offer period and once it is listed, is unknown. However, there is one IPO over 

which we all have control. That is ‘My Insurance and Protection Options.’

My IPO for my family

‘My IPO’ is for my family. Once I was asked by a renowned MNC to conduct 

a workshop on financial planning for employees. Before the workshop, I 

was casually talking to their senior HR manager. I was inquiring about the 

kind of medical cover the company gave its employees. She explained in 

detail. I enquired if the employees were aware of it. Her response was in the 

affirmative.

During the workshop, I asked the participants what kind of health cover the 

employer provided, how much the cover was, whether the whole family was 

covered, whether any cashless options were available and so on. Similar to 

my past experiences with other organisations, only a third of the participants 

were fully aware of the details.

Last year, one of my clients working at a very senior level in a telecom company, 
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suffered a massive heart attack while he was touring on work. He was in 

the ICU for a few days and later, succumbed. The family had to pay a large 

amount. Of course, he was covered well by the employer and the full amount 

was reimbursed. Interestingly, the company had a tie-up with that hospital and 

if only the details had been given to the hospital, cashless treatment would 

have been possible.

The family would have been saved from the trouble of making online fund 

transfer. Unfortunately, the family had no clue.

‘My IPO’ is for the benefit of our family. Keep them completely abreast. 

Introduce them to your insurance agent. Have annual meetings with him.

One important activity I suggest to my clients is to request their health and 

life insurance agent to visit their homes and explain the procedure for filing 

claims. “I had prepared a complete file of the required papers for claiming 

health insurance,” said Ms. Rustogi, adding“my claim was processed within a 

fortnight.”

Personally, I recall, a few years ago, when my family had to make a claim for 

health insurance, I had prepared the file in detail, including indexing it. A few 

weeks later, when a query came from the insurance company, I gave only a 

copy of the invoice along with the page numbers, all the originals were with 

them. Since they had acknowledged the receipt of the file, they processed my 

claim without any further communication. Our insurance is for ourselves and 

our family. It is ‘My IPO.’

A contract of utmost good faith
The tough thing about insurance is that it is intangible. You can’t see it or size 

up what it can do for you very easily as a credit card or a home loan. You don’t 

just pay up and get a product, but have certain responsibilities.

Insurance is a contract that operates under certain principles. As an insured, 
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or potential insured, understanding these principles will help you appreciate 

the product and get the best out of it.

Here are some main principles as applied to personal insurances.

‘Utmost good faith’ is one of the first principles of an insurance contract. 

This means that both the parties have to be transparent with each other and 

material facts have to be disclosed both before the policy is issued and after. 

Withholding information by one party works against the interests of the other.

When you are buying, say, a health insurance, you should disclose all relevant 

information about your health, which will impact terms and rates. An adverse 

health history can mean a higher premium rate matching your risk profile, or 

even a rejection of your proposal. But non-disclosure will lead to rejection of 

claims as the contract will be void. Similarly, the insurer has to spell out the 

terms and conditions of the cover, especially exclusions, as a matter of full 

disclosure to you.

An important basis of insurance is the principle of indemnity, which means 

compensation, or reimbursement. An insurance claim makes good your 

financial loss, but is not meant to let you make a profit.

When you look closely, you don’t insure your health, you insure the financial 

cost of regaining lost health. You insure the cost of a property or article lost 

to fire or theft. What about life insurance? You can’t place a value on human 

life. What is insured is not life, but the potential future earnings of the insured 

person.

The tie that binds

Insurable interest is the basis on which any insurance can be given. You can 

insure something only if you would face financial loss when the subject of 

insurance is damaged, destroyed or lost. You have an insurable interest over 

all your properties and belongings.

When your health suffers, you incur expenses. Nobody else can insure 

your car or your health. You can insure the health of your family members, 
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within definitions, as you will be meeting their expenses should they be 

hospitalised.

When a person dies, their natural or legal financial obligations are at risk.

All these indicate insurable interest. If this were not followed, either an 

insurance policy can be gambling, or worse still, a basis for crime! There 

are also limits on the extent to which insurable interest can apply. Lenders 

can insure their customers up to the extent of the loan or people can insure 

themselves for a factor of their reasonably proven future potential earnings 

and life expectancy.

The principle of loss minimisation means after you take an insurance policy, 

you should still act as if you are a prudent uninsured. That is, regardless of 

the fact you bought a policy, you should still park your car in a safe place 

and lock it. If there is an accident, you should behave in such a manner that 

the financial cost of the accident is minimised – like ensuring proper medical 

attention to any injured person and getting your vehicle repaired for a fair rate. 

In the context of health insurance, you should follow medical advice.

These and other principles work in interesting ways to protect you and to keep 

the relationship of the two parties to the contract on an even keel.

Mirrors of stock weightage
What are index funds?

Index funds, as the name suggests, are funds that replicate a certain index. 

So, if there is a Sensex fund, it will have the same 30 stocks that are there 

in the Sensex. Further, the weightage of each stocks in the fund would also 

mirror their respective weightage in the actual index. Globally, there are many 

index funds that replicate popular benchmarks like S&P 500 and Dow Jones. 

In the Indian arena, most of the leading mutual fund houses offer index funds 

based on Sensex or Nifty. Index funds are a form of passive funds since the 
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fund manager does not have to actively do any kind of stock picking. The 

fund sees a churn in its portfolio only if the actual index sees any inclusion or 

exclusion.

What are the benefits of investing in index funds?

Typically, the benchmark index of any exchange would comprise the largest 

and most liquid companies publicly listed on that bourse. The benchmarks 

are quite diversified in terms of sector representation as well. So, investing 

in an index fund allows the investor to have a well-diversified portfolio of the 

largest companies. An investor can own a basket of stocks at a much lower 

cost compared to owning each stock individually in a benchmark.

Are index funds better than other types of equity funds?

Warren Buffet, who is widely considered as one of the most successful 

investors in the world, recommends index funds. Having said that, it depends 

on an individual’s investment approach — whether one wants to bet on the 

benchmark’s movement or wants to play on a certain sector, or wants to 

invest in stocks based on market capitalisation — midcap or smallcap. Index 

funds, however, allow an investor to bet on the overall market, which is always 

measured in terms of the benchmark’s movement.

Do index funds offer cost benefits as well?

As mentioned earlier, index funds are a form of passive investment instruments 

as fund managers do not have any active role in managing such funds on 

a day to day basis. So, typically, index funds have a lower expense ratio 

compared to an actively-managed fund where the fund manager does active 

stock picking. Hence, there is a cost benefit in favour of index funds.

All policy tools at disposal to fight virus impact: RBI
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) will not hesitate to use any conventional or 

unconventional policy instruments to mitigate the adverse economic impact 
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caused by the COVID-19 pandemic, Governor Shaktikanta Das said, according 

to the the minutes of the monetary policy committee (MPC) meeting released 

by the central bank  .

The six-member MPC, at a non-scheduled meeting held in the last week of 

March, had decided to reduce the policy interest rate by 75 basis points (bps) 

to 4.4%, as the nationwide lockdown brought economic activity into a grinding 

halt.

In no uncertain terms, Mr. Das outlined the central bank’s resolve to fight the 

economic fallout caused by the pandemic.

“The Reserve Bank will continue to remain vigilant and will not hesitate to use 

any instrument — conventional and unconventional — to mitigate the impact 

of COVID-19, revive growth and preserve financial stability,” Mr. Das said.

Commenting that there was a rising probability of a global recession, which 

may be deeper than the one experienced during the global financial crisis, Mr. 

Das said the near-term growth outlook for India had also deteriorated sharply 

due to the 21-day nationwide lockdown. The RBI had refrained from making 

any growth forecast during the policy review meeting.

He said prior to the outbreak, some high frequency indicators such as 

manufacturing, railways freight traffic, exports and imports in January/February 

had improved after several months of contraction/deceleration.

“With COVID-19, however, industry and service sector activities are likely to 

be severely impacted and the extent of the adverse impact would depend 

upon the intensity, spread and duration of COVID-19,” he said, while adding 

the only silver lining is likely to be agriculture, which is expected to remain 

resilient, with foodgrain production for 2019-20 estimated at a record 292 

million tonnes.

While the setback to economic activity could be cushioned to an extent, by 

the collapse in crude oil prices, there could be certain downsides in the form 

of decline in remittances from oil-producing countries.
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Indicating there was further scope for policy action to boost economic activity, 

the central bank said the inflation outlook had changed drastically due to the 

sharp fall in oil prices and food prices may also soften further on the back of 

record foodgrain and horticulture production.

“In the extreme scenario in which we are, however, the easing off of inflation 

may occur sooner and faster,” RBI Deputy Governor in-charge of Monetary 

Policy M.D. Patra said, adding the inflation outlook offered the scope for taking 

a “calculated risk on current levels of inflation — which rule above the target 

— and focus on the 12 months-ahead forecast.”

“By this rule, there is space for policy action that is large in size relative to 

its past but still keeps the policy rate positive in real terms over a one-year-

ahead horizon so as to see off any lingering or latent inflationary pressures,” 

he said.

‘About $250 billion lost so far, post economic shutdown’
Most businesses in non-essential products and services will have to resort to 

scaling down of operations in the range of 25-75% in the wake of the COVID-

19 pandemic and the resultant lockdown.

Automobile, high-end consumer goods, consumer durables, fancy FMCG items, 

expensive clothing, gems and jewellery, leisure holidays, restaurants and star 

hospitality will be some of the sectors that will witness deep down compression, 

while essential services such as food companies, pharmaceuticals and 

healthcare providers will continue to do business as usual, industry experts 

and trade body representatives said.

The compression will lead to the loss of millions of jobs across segments in 

the country by the end of May, although data as of now is ‘the most fragile 

factor’. Businesses will embark on stringent austerity measures as reducing 

people and minimising the use of real estate will be critical in this regard.
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Pradeep Bhargava, president, Mahratta Chamber of Commerce, Industries 

and Agriculture (MCCIA) said the COVID-19-driven uncertainty had resulted 

in erosion of income at all levels.

All non-essential, luxury, high-end, lifestyle products and devices will be 

impacted at least for a year. These include luxury cars, super bikes, lifestyle 

accessories, leisure holidays, premium clothing and high-end mobile 

phones.

Vinnie Mehta, director general at Automotive Component Manufacturers’ 

Association of India (ACMA) termed the current situation ‘confusingly fluid.’

“We had asked all our member companies not to lay off any employee and 

also to pay their salaries. We are happy to see 100% compliance to our 

advisory in March and we expect that to continue until April 15. But post that 

we are not sure of the future. The SMEs are in dire straits, the industry has 

no working capital to operate further.”

Automobile industry is the largest employer in the country and currently 

provides 38 million jobs. It accounts for 49% of the country’s manufacturing 

GDP of which auto component industry has a share of 25%.

“India, as a country, has lost straight $250 billion after a month-long economic 

shutdown. We are staring at a flat or negative economy. Demand compression 

has led to serious cash flow issues. Our SME sector employs 107 million 

people. Unless the govt. provides a cash flow relief, pretty soon, things are 

going to be ugly. The U.S. has a $350 billion fund for SMEs, a grant to support 

salaries and save jobs,” V. Balakrishanan, former CFO, Infosys, said.

Mr. Bhargava was of the opinion that India has to put at least 4% of GDP 

towards COVID-19 relief, and not just a mere 1.7%, as that could bring an 

additional 3 lakh cash into the system.
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Govt. turns to real estate to improve financial state
The State government, which is staring at a severe financial crunch,   decided 

to turn to real estate sector and monetise government properties besides 

allowing real estate growth.

World economy to contract by 3%: IMF
The COVID-19 pandemic is having a ‘severe’ effect on the world economy 

which is expected to contract by 3% in 2020, “much worse” than the 2008-

09 financial crises, as per the International Monetary Fund’s (IMF) World 

Economic Outlook (WEO).

India’s growth is expected to dip to 1.9% in 2020 and rebound to 7.4% in 

2021, as per the WEO released by the IMF  . India’s growth projection for 

2020 is 3.9% less than what was projected in the January update to the 

WEO while its rebound in 2021 is 0.9 % higher than the January projection 

(for India, forecasts are on a fiscal year basis). World growth rates have been 

revised downwards by more than six percentage points since the January 

WEO update.

“As countries implement necessary quarantines and social-distancing 

practices to contain the pandemic, the world has been put in a great 

lockdown,” the IMF’s chief economist, Gita Gopinath, said in a statement. 

“The magnitude and speed of collapse in activity that has followed is unlike 

anything experienced in our lifetimes,” she said.

Assuming the pandemic fades in the second half of this year, with containment 

efforts gradually easing up, the world economy is projected to grow at 5.8% 

in 2021 as economic activity normalises, aided by policy, the IMF said. 

The recovery in 2021 is partial, Ms. Gopinath said, and below the pre-virus 

estimates for 2021.

“The cumulative loss to global GDP over 2020 and 2021 from the pandemic 
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crisis could be around $9 trillion, greater than the economies of Japan and 

Germany, combined,” she said.

The global forecast is characterised by ‘extreme uncertainty,’ the IMF 

warned.

The economic impact of the disease depends on a number of factors and 

their unpredictable interaction, including the pandemic’s pathway, the 

intensity and effectiveness of containment efforts, significant tightening of 

global financial market conditions and so forth.

“Necessary measures to reduce contagion and protect lives will take a 

short-term toll on economic activity but should also be seen as an important 

investment in long-term human and economic health,” the IMF said, calling 

on policymakers to make targeted fiscal, monetary and financial sector 

interventions to support impacted households and businesses. Fiscal 

measures should be two-fold, cushioning the impact on the most-exposed 

households and businesses and reducing firm closures, i.e., preserving 

economic relationships.

Emerging Asia is projected to be the only region that grows in 2020, at a rate 

of 1% — still more than 5 percentage points below the previous decade’s 

average. In China, where the coronavirus’s impacts were first recorded this 

year, the first quarter economic activity could have contracted by 8% year-

on-year. China is projected to grow at 1.2% in 2020 and 9.2% in 2021.

Microfinance industry seeks extension of loan moratorium
Microfinance industry association Sa-dhan has written to Prime Minister 

Narendra Modi seeking extension of loan moratorium benefits to the 

microfinance industry.

“Despite Reserve Bank of India’s circular pertaining to moratorium on retail 

loans, financial institutions are refraining from extending the same benefits 
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to microfinance institutions,” P. Satish, executive director – Sa-Dhan said.

Mr. Satish explained that microfinance institutions (MFIs) borrowed from 

banks and development financial institutions (DFIs) to lend to the end user. 

While MFIs were providing moratorium to their customers following the RBI 

announcement, they would still have to repay banks. “Without any collection, 

MFIs will be under tremendous financial strain in the absence of the three-

month moratorium,” he added.

Sa-Dhan pointed out that not extending the moratorium would cause MFIs to 

face significant cash flow issues, in the absence of any collections even for 

their operating costs.

“In such a scenario, it is likely that they will default on repayments, further 

increasing the stress in the banking system. The net impact will be felt on the 

vulnerable segments of society, who in the absence of their regular sources 

of incomes or funds from their usual micro-finance lenders, may turn to 

predatory money lenders out of desperation.”

Meanwhile, ratings agency ICRA said the decision of the Reserve Bank of 

India (RBI) to provide a 3-month loan moratorium to customers will put a 

strain on the liquidity position of microfinance institutions and could lead to 

asset quality pressure.

As collections from borrowers could stay muted for a while after the lockdown 

eases, the industry stares at a cumulative cash shortfall of about Rs. 2,600 

crore, ICRA said based on an analysis of 29 MFIs, which constitute about 

70% of the industry.

‘Work-from-home spurs client collaboration’
The Work From Home (WFH) environment created as a result of the pandemic 

COVID-19 has led to increased customer collaborations for the company 

across the globe, says Wipro.
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Currently, some 93% of Wipro’s 1,82,886 total employees have approvals for 

WFH, while the remaining operate in critical support areas.

Bhanu Murthy, COO at Wipro, said work went on as usual under the new 

arrangement and customers globally ‘are happy’. “Collaboration minutes have 

risen almost 26% and the method in which people communicate through chat 

and so on has risen 47% this quarter. The distance, be it 10 miles or 10,000 

miles from the customer, doesn’t matter as long as bandwidth and technology 

bring them closer to us.” However, the company said on the Business Process 

Management (BPM) front, only 85% of staff had approval to work from home 

as the work also included critical, live data and the like.

Responding to a query on the company’s search for a new leadership, Wipro 

president and chief human resources officer Saurabh Govil said, the selection 

process was still on and was expected to conclude in Q1 and until then the 

current CEO Neemuchwala would continue.

He further said the company had decided to defer all its hiring plansfor the 

time being due to the current market conditions.

Google launches ‘journalism relief fund’
Google said   it will launch an emergency fund to help local news outlets 

struggling to maintain operations in the face of the pandemic.

The internet giant gave no specific figure for its fund, but said it would offer 

grants ranging from the “low thousands of dollars” for the smallest operations 

to “low tens of thousands for larger newsrooms.”

The move comes with the media sector facing deep cutbacks resulting from 

lockdowns, an intense economic slump and a retrenchment in advertising 

revenues that many news outlets depend on.

The New York Times has estimated that news outlets have cut 28,000 jobs as 

a result of the health crisis and subsequent economic impact.
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Facebook on March 30 said it was donating $100 million to support news 

organizations globally hurting from the coronavirus pandemic.

Google, FB may be facing an ad slump
Google’s and Facebook’s advertising businesses, which have roughly tripled 

in combined size over the past five years, may be headed for a rare stumble 

as the pandemic pushes the global economy into a tailspin.

Once-abundant travel and entertainment ads have all but disappeared from 

Google search. The prices for Facebook advertisements are at record lows. 

And Wall Street analysts are estimating that annual revenues will decline for 

the first time in the history of the two companies.

The prices of Facebook ads have declined 35% to 50% on average in recent 

weeks, said Alex Palmer, an analyst for Gupta Media, a digital marketing 

agency.

“Our business is being adversely affected like so many others,” Alex Schultz 

and Jay Parikh, Facebook vice-presidents, wrote in a company blog post in 

March.

‘Sensitive events’

Google said it had started a “sensitive events” policy last month, which restricts 

ads on coronavirus content. On March 9, it also placed a temporary ban on 

ads selling masks, citing a supply shortage for medical professionals.

But mask ads served by Google continue to appear on publisher websites. 

There are also ads served by Google for hand sanitiser and disinfectant 

wipes from e-commerce sites offering a wide selection of masks and other 

items in short supply at significant markups.

Facebook banned the placement of predatory ads for masks, sanitisers and 

other personal protective gear, and it eliminated nearly all mask ads across 

the social network.
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Moratorium period will not count for NPA purpose: RBI
The Reserve Bank of India (RBI) has prescribed higher provisioning norms 

for all loans where banks have extended moratorium to their customers, by 

10%, spread over two quarters — January-March and April-June.

The central bank said that it was cognisant of the risk build-up in banks’ 

balance sheets on account of firm-level stress and delays in recoveries.

“With the objective of ensuring that banks maintain sufficient buffers and 

remain adequately provisioned to meet future challenges, they will have to 

maintain a higher provision of 10% on all such accounts under the standstill, 

spread over two quarters, i.e., March 2020 and June 2020,” the RBI said, 

adding that these provisions can be adjusted later on against the provisioning 

requirements for actual slippages in such accounts.

The provisioning requirement was announced as RBI has allowed asset 

classification standstill for all such accounts from March 1, 2020 to May 31, 

2020. This would mean an account will continue to be in the same status on 

June 1, 2020 as it was on February 29, 2019.

Brickwork Ratings estimated additional provision requirement could increase 

the total provisioning of banks by around Rs. 35,000 crore in the March-

June 2020 period, assuming special mention accounts are about 4% of total 

banking advances and have been accorded moratorium.

Banks are allowed to extend moratorium to repayment for such loans that 

were standard as on February 29. “It has been decided that in respect of 

all accounts for which lending institutions decide to grant moratorium or 

deferment, and which were standard as on March 1, 2020, the 90-day NPA 

norm shall exclude the moratorium period, ie, there would be an asset 

classification standstill for all such accounts from March 1, 2020 to May 31, 

2020,” the RBI said.

“Providing relaxation to banks by allowing 90-day asset classification 

standstill for accounts covered under moratorium will imbibe banks with the 
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desired operational flexibility to lend a helping hand to stressed accounts,” 

SBI chairman Rajnish Kumar said.

The regulator has also provided extension in resolution timeline for stressed 

assets. Current norms stipulate lenders to hold an additional provision of 20% 

if a resolution plan has not been implemented within 210 days from the date 

of default. Now, the the period for resolution plan has been extended by 90 

days.

According to stressed asset resolution norms, lenders are required to 

implement a resolution plan in respect of entities in default within 180 days 

from the end of review period of 30 days. Now, the RBI has said that for 

accounts within the review period as on March 1, 2020, the period from March 

1, 2020 to May 31, 2020 will be excluded from the 30-day timeline.

Also, for accounts where the review period was over, but the 180-day resolution 

period had not expired as on March 1, 2020, the timeline for resolution will get 

extended by 90 days from the date on which the 180-day period was originally 

set to expire.

The RBI has also provided relief to banks by lowering the liquidity coverage 

ratio requirement, to 80% from 100%. The requirement will be gradually 

restored in two phases — 90% by October 1, 2020 and 100% by April 1, 2021. 

The RBI has also barred commercial and cooperative banks from making 

dividend payouts for the year ended March 31, 2020.

RBI measures to benefit realty
Players in real estate segment and analysts have welcomed the measures 

announced by Reserve Bank of India Governor Shatikanta Das to infuse 

liquidity into the financial markets to deal with the crisis arising out of COVID-

19 outbreak.

Sanjay Dutt, MD & CEO, Tata Realty and Infrastructure Ltd, said, “The RBI’s 
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decision to slash reverse repo rate by 25 basis points and additional liquidity 

measures will provide some relief to the sector, which had already been 

dealing with its own set of issues prior to the pandemic.

“These measures are bound to encourage banks to lend more, thereby 

improving the credit flow and giving more purchasing power to home buyers 

and investors.”

Niranjan Hiranandani, president, Assocham and NAREDCO said, “For real 

estate, the announcement that loans given by NBFCs to real estate companies 

would get similar benefits as those given by the scheduled commercial banks 

is positive.”

NHB allocation

Anuj Puri, chairman, Anarock Property Consultants, said, “the allotment of 

Rs. 10,000 crore to the National Housing Bank is a big move for the real 

estate sector reeling under a liquidity crisis. It will help provide capital to HFCs 

and eventually provide major relief to developers battling liquidity issues in 

COVID-19 times.”

Manju Yagnik, vice-chairperson, Nahar Group and vice-president, NAREDCO 

(Maharashtra), said, “These steps would prove to be a booster dose to the 

economy, impacted by COVID-19.

‘Centre’s financial package, amounting to just 0.7% of GDP, is 
inadequate’
Kerala has managed to flatten the COVID-19 curve, which other States 

are still struggling to do. What is it that it got right ?

The State administration, socio-political and voluntary organisations and the 

general public at large are jointly taking on this menace. I feel that the flattening 

of the curve has happened because of this united resolve. At the same time, 

we are guarded against any complacency that can creep in at any time and 
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any juncture.

As you may recall, we had to undertake a tedious path of observation, 

detection, prevention, chasing the contacts, isolation and treatment as part 

of the strict regime we adopted right from the beginning. The country’s first 

COVID-19 case was detected in Kerala on January 30 after a student who 

returned from Wuhan in China was tested positive. Two more Wuhan returnee 

students later tested positive. Following the detection of cases, we declared 

a ‘State calamity warning’ and over 3,000 contacts of these patients were 

placed under surveillance. We managed to do contact tracing well.

Till date (as on April 16), there have been a total of 387 confirmed cases of 

COVID-19 infection in Kerala and 167 patients are currently under treatment 

in various hospitals across the State. 264 of the confirmed cases were people 

who had come to Kerala from outside the State and from abroad, eight were 

foreign nationals and 114 were cases of local transmission.

Kerala’s inalienable strength is our excellent social infrastructure built over 

an extended period of time.

When this government assumed office in 2016, we constituted four missions 

to address Kerala’s new generation problems. One of the four, “Aardram” 

mission, is to improve our public health sector to global standards. We 

already converted 170 primary health centres to Family Health Centres, 

with more facilities. We provided more doctors, nurses and technicians to 

facilitate this. In the second phase, we are converting 504 PHCs to Family 

Health Centres.

And finally, we make it a point to have maximum possible testing done on a 

daily basis to ensure that our protocols are in position.

During the Prime Minister’s meeting with the Chief Ministers, you had 

suggested that post April 14, when the first round of lockdown was to end, 

the migrant workers should be allowed to return home in special trains. The 
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Union Government doesn’t seem to be heeding to your advice.

First of all, I differ with the coinage of ‘migrant’ workers. For us, they are 

guest workers. We treat them at par with our own people and ensure that 

every welfare measure initiated by our government should reach them too. 

We have extended full assistance in the form of food, proper shelter and 

healthcare to them.

It is quite natural that they want to join their families in this hour of crisis. The 

biggest hardship these workers face is transport lockdown, which prevents 

them from reaching home. We have been seeing frightening visuals and 

scenes with regard to the movement of workers in other places. I do hope 

that the Central government as well as respective States take appropriate 

measures to cater to these people. I have requested the PM for special non-

stop trains, if possible, so that the guest workers can reach their home and 

help their families.

As part of our relaxation, we are going to permit construction activities in 

non-hotspot zones with appropriate safeguards. This should ensure that 

most of the guest workers are engaged and provided means for livelihood. 

The government also has decided that guest workers should be engaged 

in cleaning up the public places and waterbodies like wells, ponds etc. We 

need to instill confidence in them and make them feel that they are part of 

our society.

What is the long term impact of the lockdown on the economy that you 

foresee ?

This is an unprecedented situation and it is difficult to gauge the exact nature 

of the impact at this juncture. The economy will be crippled, millions of job 

losses and crores of people adversely affected.

States with their limited resources will have to shoulder the greater burden 

of economic crisis that will follow the COVID-19 pandemic. The financial 
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package announced by the Centre is inadequate. Altogether just Rs. 7,000 

crore has been allotted additionally to the States. Many countries, including 

the U.S.A., the U.K., and Japan have announced financial stimulus packages 

ranging between 12%-20% of their GDP. In some of the packages, there are 

special schemes for protecting jobs in the private sector through employment 

subsidies to the job providers.

Our stimulus package is just 0.7% of the GDP. I do hope that the Union 

Government comes out with a large and substantive package to support the 

States, who are the primary responders.

All states, including Kerala, have criticised the Union government for 

not releasing GST payouts to the States and financial aid. Has GST 

specifically curtailed State governments’ financial freedom?

As you may be aware, we had our own reservation on GST roll out. However, 

we went along with it expecting justice and fairness from the Centre. I am 

sorry to say that even the promised and committed amounts have not been 

disbursed to States. Kerala has to get more than Rs. 3,000 crore as GST 

compensation, which has been withheld by the Centre. Along with this, there 

has been complete reluctance on the part of the Centre in supporting the 

States in dealing with the pandemic. Let me tell you that a State like Kerala, 

which has created elaborate paraphernalia to fight this menace got only Rs. 

159 crore.

The suspension of the MP’s Local Area Development Scheme (MPLADS) for 

two years would further hit us as these funds become essential for funding 

COVID-19 related activities and development works. Few of our MPs had 

announced their intention in procuring PPE, testing kits and other medical 

equipment using their MPLADS but now we stand to lose them. The MPLADS 

fund is for the people of the MP’s constituency and not for the Central 

Government’s fundraising.
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All States are in financial distress as revenues have stopped and the public 

healthcare expenditure has increased manifold to contain the outbreak. In 

this difficult scenario, we will have to borrow from the open market to continue 

the work and also to ensure that there is no break in our efforts due to lack of 

funds. Therefore, permission may be granted to State Governments to issue 

special Pandemic Relief Bonds.

We have also requested the Prime Minister to increase our borrowing limit to 

5%. Similarly, loans from external agencies for epidemic control measures 

and reconstruction activities may be exempted from the State’s borrowing 

limit. The government is expecting a favourable response in this regard.

Clarify e-commerce rule: Cong.
The Union Home Ministry should clarify if e-commerce companies are allowed 

to sell only essential items or they can sell non-essential commodities too 

from April 20, the Congress said  .

In a videoconference with presspersons  , senior party leader Ajay Maken 

highlighted the plight of retail traders during the lockdown.

He said the new guidelines of the Ministry for limited economic activities 

denied a level playing field for the traditional traders.

“For the essentials items, traders have been allowed to open their shops 

and sell, but for non-essential items, if only the e-commerce companies are 

allowed, then the traders are being not given a level playing field,” he said.

“What we are asking from the government is first they should clarify their 

April 15 order and then it should come forward to rescue these traders and 

ensure that they don’t have to pay fixed electricity charges. Some amount 

of help should be given so that they can pay salaries and the property taxes 

should also be not collected at commercial rates from the shopkeepers,” Mr. 

Maken added.
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As per the 6th economic census of 2013, after agriculture, retail trade was the 

most dominant economic activity and accounted for 35% of the total economic 

activities.

“As far as the employment generation is concerned, retail trade accounts 

for one-fight of the total employment in India. It gives employment to 2.72 

crores families in the entire country. So, it is one of the biggest employment 

generator, second only to the manufacturing sector,” he noted.

Traders had closed their shops for the past one month and earlier suffered 

due to demonetisation, e-commerce competition and the GST, he said.

Other State governments should follow the Congress-ruled Punjab and 

Rajasthan where fixed charges for electricity for non-domestic connections 

had been deferred by two months, Mr. Maken said.

Tewari seeks panel meet

In a related development, Lok Sabha member and senior party leader Manish 

Tewari wrote to the Chairman of the Parliamentary Standing Committee on 

Finance Jayant Sinha, demanding a meeting of the committee to discuss the 

situation arising out of COVID-19.

“Even before the lockdown that commenced on the 24th of March 2020, the 

Indian economy was not in the pink of the health. However, the last 25 days 

have demonstrated how fragile our economy is and the poor have been the 

worst sufferers of this tragic spectre,” Mr Tewari wrote, while asking for a 

meeting post April 20 when some of the restrictions are set to be relaxed.

Relief package ‘peanuts’

Separately, senior leader M. Veerappa Moily, slammed the Centre for the 

relief package of Rs 1.72 lakh crore announced earlier.

“The government should have ensured at least a package of 9% of GDP, 

which works out to Rs 17.5 lakh crore. What the government and RBI has 

done is only peanuts, which will not allow the economy to stabilise, forget 

about taking off”, he said.
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E-commerce firms can’t supply non-essential goods, says 
govt.
The Ministry of Home Affairs (MHA)   clarified that supply of non-essential goods 

by e-commerce companies will remain prohibited during the lockdown.

The Ministry also issued guidelines for the movement of migrant labourers 

living in relief camps to their workplace, within the boundaries of a State, in 

areas where the lockdown will be relaxed from April 20.

The Ministry asserted that there will be no inter-State movement of labourers. 

They will be registered, screened and those who are asymptomatic would be 

transported to their places of work by ensuring social distancing measures. 

The relaxations will not apply to hotspots or containment zones, and public 

transport will remain prohibited till May 3.

On April 15, the MHA had revised its guidelines issued under the Disaster 

Management Act, 2005, to allow the States to decide on the additional 

public activities to be allowed from April 20 in non-hotspot zones. It said the 

additional facilities would have to be based on strict compliance with the 

existing guidelines on lockdown measures.

As per the April 15 order, “e-commerce companies” and vehicles used by 

their operators had been allowed but it was not specified if it was applicable 

to items others than essentials.

 , the MHA wrote to the States to exclude the e-commerce category from the 

revised guidelines.

In another letter, Union Home Secretary Ajay Bhalla clarified that e-commerce 

firms would continue to operate for home delivery of essential goods, as 

earlier.

Commerce and Railway Minister Piyush Goyal tweeted that he was grateful 

to Prime Minister Narendra Modi for the clarification that “e-commerce 

companies can only supply essential goods during the lockdown”. “This will 

create a level playing field for small retailers,” he added.
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The Confederation of All India Traders issued a statement claiming credit for 

the exclusion of e-commerce companies.

Non-essential goods not on supply list, says govt.
The standard operating procedures (SOPs) for stranded migrant labourers 

issued   said that due to the spread of COVlD-19, workers employed in 

industry, agriculture, construction and other sectors have moved from their 

places of work and are housed in relief camps run by the State governments. 

“Since additional new activities, outside the containment zones, have been 

permitted in the consolidated revised guidelines with effect from April 20, 

these workers could be engaged in industrial, manufacturing, construction, 

farming and MGNREGA works.”

The MHA said that to facilitate their movement “within the State”, the migrant 

labourers residing in relief camps should be registered with the local authority 

and their skill mapping carried out to find out their suitability for various 

works.

“In the event that a group of migrants who wish to return to their places of 

work within the State where they are located they would be screened and 

those who are asymptomatic would be transported to their respective places 

of work,” the MHA said.

The Ministry said there would be no movement of labourers outside the State 

or the Union Territory where they are located. “During the journey by bus, 

it would be ensured that safe social distancing norms are followed and the 

buses used for transport are sanitised as per the guidelines of the health 

authorities... The local authorities shall also provide for food and water, etc., 

for the duration of their journey,” the MHA said.
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Open up e-com services: IAMAI
The Internet and Mobile Association of India (IAMAI)   said it had requested 

the government to open up e-commerce services, adding that the online vs 

offline debate is an ‘incorrect portrayal’ of the ground reality as lakhs of sellers 

from the physical markets also sold online.

This follows the ‘last-minute announcement’ by MHA  , limiting e-commerce to 

supply of essential goods even as companies prepared to scale up operations 

based on an earlier order.

“The IAMAI, on behalf of e-commerce platforms, has requested the government 

to open up e-commerce services,” it said in a statement, adding that medium 

and small offline enterprises were powering the online e-commerce in a 

significant way. “This is especially true for products like apparel, footwear, 

small electronic items and household goods, including utensils etc.”

“Today, the only priority is to emphasise on ‘social distancing’ and e-commerce 

can support India’s fight against COVID-9. After nearly a month of lockdown, 

the debate is not necessarily between what is ‘essential’ and what is ‘non-

essential’.

The real debate is how not to choke demand completely when the country is 

going through a health crisis,” the industry body said.

Consumer demand

It added that the key to returning to normal was the fulfilment of consumer 

demand, which, under the present public health crisis, could be effectively 

done through e-commerce.

“Preservation of consumer demand is of prime importance that will keep the 

economy chugging along as the country starts the difficult process of economic 

recovery.

This demand needs to be met and nurtured towards restoration rather than 

being suppressed to a future date,” Subho Ray, president, IAMAI, said.
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Expand list of essentials to include laptops, routers to 
facilitate work from home: Nasscom to govt
Industry body Nasscom has urged the government to expand the list of 

essential items to include products like laptops and routers to facilitate work 

from home amid the lockdown. Four days after allowing e-commerce firms 

to also deliver non-essential items such as electronic goods and readymade 

garments, the government   said non-essential items will continue to be 

prohibited during the lockdown till May 3.

Finance Ministry sets time frame for banks to disburse 
loans
As business activities resumed   after a nationwide lockdown, the Finance 

Ministry swung into action to ensure credit flow to companies and set a 

specific time frame for banks within which a loan needs to be disbursed.

In a communication to State-run banks, the government said the move is 

aimed at ensuring credit flow for economic activities and the guidelines come 

into effect from Monday when the business activities resume.

“In the context of resumption of business activities w.e.f. 20.4.2020, timely 

origination, sanction and disbursement of fund-based and non-fund based 

credit is critical for revival of economic activity,” the communication from the 

Finance Ministry said.

Risk aversion

The move comes as banks have turned risk averse to extend loans amid an 

uncertain economic outlook caused by the COVID-19 pandemic.

As per the indicative time frames, from processing to disbursement of 

COVID-19 emergency credit lines, the Ministry said banks have to complete 

the disbursement within six to nine working days of working capital loans 

to existing micro, medium and small enterprises; corporate and agriculture 
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borrowers as well as financial assistance to self-help group borrowers.

Working capital reassessment of up to Rs. 5 crore for existing borrowers 

have to be processed within six to nine days, while facilities of Rs. 5 crore 

and above need to be processed within 12 to 15 working days.

“Banks are advised to draw a detailed activity-wise time frame to achieve the 

turnaround time sought,” the Ministry said in the communication which has 

been reviewed by The Hindu.

The Ministry has also asked banks to ensure wide publicity of the details 

of the COVID-19-related credit schemes, checklist of documents required 

for each scheme and time frames for communicating decisions regarding 

sanctions. This information needs to be tweeted by banks and tagged to the 

Twitter handle of the Department of Financial Services (DoFS).

“Banks should ensure that relevant internal communication of the above 

mentioned schemes along with clear responsibilities and defined time frames 

are conveyed to the field-level functionaries and monitored on an ongoing 

basis,” the Ministry said.

CBDT sticks with Budget’s tax target
Even as the COVID-19 pandemic and the lockdown to combat it has brought 

the economy to a near standstill, the Centre has gone ahead and set its 

Income Tax authorities a daunting target of collecting Rs. 13.2 lakh crore for 

the fiscal year ending in March 2021.

In a correspondence to all Principal Chief Commissioners of Income Tax 

(PCCIT) dated April 16, the Central Board of Direct Taxes (CBDT) has spelt 

out zone wise targets for the collection of corporate tax, personal income tax 

and security transaction tax (STT).

The figures, which are a reiteration of the revenue receipt estimates spelt 

out by Finance Minister Nirmala Sitharaman in the Union Budget presented 
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in February, comrprise a corporation tax component of Rs. 6.81 lakh crore, 

personal income tax of Rs. 6.25 lakh crore and STT at Rs. 13,000 crore.

“The budget target of each cadre controlling PCCIT has been fixed keeping 

in view the revenue potential of each region, which is based on the weighted 

average growth rate of net collections of last three years, giving highest 

weight to the immediately preceding year,” the CBDT said in its letter. After the 

budget, Revenue Secretary Ajay Bhushan Pandey had said that a budgeted 

12% growth in tax collections may look ambitious to some but was achievable 

in an economy projected to clock a 10% nominal GDP growth.

However, the pandemic has emerged as the single biggest challenge to the 

economy and the IMF earlier this month cut its projection for India’s annual 

GDP growth in the current fiscal year to 1.9%, from an earlier forecast for a 

5.8% expansion.

A senior income tax officer confirmed having received the CBDT letter with 

details of zone wise targets but declined to comment on whether the target 

was achievable. “You see the current environment and judge for yourself,” 

quipped the official, who spoke on the condition of anonymity.

Several tax consultants told The Hindu that the Revenue Department and the 

CBDT would have little choice than to revise downward the zone wise targets 

handed out to the tax bureaucracy.

“No way it can be achieved in such a challenging environment with a variety of 

factors like the massive hit to the economy and massive lay-offs of employees 

in the corporate sector,” a top tax expert from Ahmedabad said, declining to 

be identified.

Another expert from Mumbai said that the personal income tax collection 

would be affected hugely because most of the companies had cut salaries 

of employees or sent the employees on furlough (leave without pay). “All 

airlines, hospitality companies and several others have cut salaries and sent 

the employees on rotation basis on furlough, so that will hit the tax collections 
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very badly,” he added.

An entrepreneur running a mid-size manufacturing unit in Ahmedabad even 

expressed apprehensions of “tax terrorism” if the Ministry of Finance did not 

revise the targets given to the field offices of the tax department. “I sincerely 

hope the government will have a second look at the figures, otherwise 

field officials will go aggressive targeting businessmen and corporates,” he 

added.

Facebook, Jio to work on ‘major projects’
Facebook founder and CEO Mark Zuckerberg   said that following the Rs. 

43,574 crore investment in Jio Platforms, the two firms would work together 

on ‘major projects’ that would open up business opportunities for people in 

India.

In a Facebook post, Mr. Zuckerberg said, “With communities around the world 

in lockdown, many of these entrepreneurs need digital tools they can rely on 

to find and communicate with customers and grow their businesses. This is 

something we can help with — and that’s why we’re partnering with Jio to 

help people and businesses in India create new opportunities.”

He added that India, which is home to the largest communities on Facebook 

and WhatsApp, and a lot of talented entrepreneurs, is in the middle of a major 

digital transformation, and organisations such as Jio have played a big part in 

getting hundreds of millions of people and small businesses online.

“This is especially important right now, because small businesses are the 

core of every economy and they need our support. India has more than 60 

million small businesses and millions of people rely on them for jobs,” he 

said.

Separately, Facebook’s chief revenue officer David Fischer, and VP and 

MD, India, Ajit Mohan, said in a joint blog that the $5.7 billion, or Rs. 43,574 
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crore, investment in Jio Platforms, makes Facebook its largest minority 

shareholder.

The two executives of the U.S.-headquartered firm added that India was in 

the midst of one of the most dynamic social and economic transformations 

the world had ever seen, driven by the rapid adoption of digital technologies. 

In just the past five years, more than 560 million people in India had gained 

access to the Internet.

“Facebook’s goal is to enable new opportunities for businesses of all sizes, 

but especially for the more than 60 million small businesses across India. 

They account for the majority of jobs in the country, and form the heart and 

soul of rural and urban communities alike,” they said.

The focus of Facebook’s collaboration with Jio, they added, would be 

creating new ways for people and businesses to operate more effectively in 

the growing digital economy. For instance, bringing together JioMart with the 

power of WhatsApp, can enable people to connect with businesses, shop 

and ultimately purchase products in a seamless mobile experience.

“India is a special country for us. Over the years, Facebook has invested in 

India to connect people and help businesses launch and grow. WhatsApp is 

so ingrained in Indian life that it has become a commonly used verb across 

many Indian languages and dialects... And Instagram has grown dramatically 

in India in recent years as the place where people follow their interests and 

passions,” Mr. Fischer and Mr. Mohan said in the blog.

Noting that in less than four years Jio had brought more than 388 million 

people online, the Facebook executives said, “We are excited about furthering 

our investment in India’s vibrant digital economy. Our efforts with Jio will be 

focussed on opening new doors and fuelling India’s economic growth and 

the prosperity of its people. We look forward to working with Jio, and to future 

collaborations in India to advance this vision.”
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Why insurance doesn’t tango with investment
Many investors take decisions to invest funds in equity markets based upon 

the IIP which the Government of India releases.

IIP is the Index of Industrial Production. It is a barometer of performance of 

certain manufacturing sectors in the country. IIP would have direct impact on 

the movement of equity markets.

My IIP

Many a time, the same investors’ own ‘IIP’ is in a mess. Here the interpretation 

of ‘My IIP” is ‘My Insurance or Investment Plan.’ They either don’t have an 

insurance cover or it is combined in the form of life insurance policies that 

also have investment components.

Why take life insurance

Life insurance policies in India are taken either to save tax or help some 

relative, friend, associate who is an insurance agent to achieve his or her 

insurance premium collection target or number of policies target.

A friend of mine from Ahmedabad always says jokingly, most Indians die in 

the months of February or March. This is because many of us purchase life 

insurance policies in the month of February or March to save income tax.

Whenever a life insurance policy is purchased along with an investment 

component, I find it weird. Why purchase a policy which gives benefit if the 

insured does not die? If the individual is so certain that he is not going to die, 

then, why purchase the insurance cover?

In that case, opt for a pure investment product. This will ensure that the entire 

amount, equivalent to the premium, will be invested instead of a portion of it 

being used for obtaining life insurance cover.

Also, as a cardinal principle, never combine two financial products. For some 

reason one does not perform or its functionality is no more needed in an 

overall financial plan, it cannot become redundant.
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“At the time of taking a home loan, we had also taken a life cover to ensure 

that in the case of any eventuality to me, Smita and children can repay the 

outstanding home loan from the proceeds of the life insurance cover,” said 

Venkatesh, an IT professional from Bengaluru.

“Because of prudent financial planning, we have paid back the home loan 

about five years earlier than originally planned, however, we have to continue 

paying life insurance premium as there is an investment component. If we 

surrender or stop the policy now, we will lose substantially,” he added.

Somewhat similar is the story of Harsh Jha. Immediately after his marriage, 

he purchased a life insurance cover along with an investment component. 

Over the years, he and his wife Swati have earned and created substantial 

wealth.

Once wealth crosses a particular level, there is no need for a life cover. This 

is because, in the case of death, there will be sufficient wealth to meet the 

financial responsibilities of the family.

Death of family member

Let me explain this briefly. In the case of the death of a family member, there 

will be an emotional loss. If that family member is also generating income, 

surviving members will suffer a financial loss as income earned by him or her 

will stop.

Therefore, life insurance is needed for all the members of his or her family. 

In case of the Jha family, if they were to discontinue the policy as they have 

accumulated substantial wealth and death of an individual will not cause any 

financial loss to their surviving family members, their life cover would also 

come to an end.

In both the above instances, if there were separate life insurance covers 

and investment plans based on the financial planning strategy, appropriate 

manoeuvring could have been done.

The example of Jash and Bijal was also interesting. They had purchased 
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a life insurance policy along with an investment plan, popularly known as 

ULIP.

At the time of selling the policy, they were told that over a longer period of 

time, ULIPs perform well. In their case, compared with other similar ULIPs in 

the market, the performance was below par. However, they were stuck with it 

because there was insurance cover attached to it.

Professionally, I have always insisted upon having an insurance cover. 

Purchasing of insurance should be done much before embarking on a 

journey of investment and wealth creation. That is the bigger priority in life 

than investment. In fact, in the case of health insurance, I feel instead of 

having only one health insurance policy, there should be portfolio of health 

insurance covers to mitigate the risk of a variety of health issues.

However, never combine insurance and investment instruments. Before 

tracking IIP numbers, focus on ‘My IIP — My Insurance or Investment Plan.’

Cost of doing business to see significant rise
As COVID-19 takes its toll on the economy and on human lives, the cost of 

doing business is set to go up as companies gear up to adhere to new safety 

and hygiene standards in their daily operations despite likely scaled down 

business activity and lower earnings.

“The [change in] cost of doing business will vary from sector to sector. In 

the case of verticals like salons, where human touch is high, the cost would 

go up by 30-40%. If a person who gives a haircut or a facial has to wear a 

new PPE for every new customer, it is about a Rs. 500-Rs. 600 extra per 

customer,” said B.S. Nagesh, chairman, Retailers Association of India and 

founder TRRAIN.

He said for larger retail stores, the cost escalation would be anywhere 

between 10-50%.
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Efficacy to decline

“If one comes to a 1,000 sq. ft store and if only four people are allowed, then 

the efficacy of the store would come down by 50%. In that case, the cost will 

go up by 10-15 % easily. But overall the impact would be 30-35% in the first 

year,” he said.

For large manufacturers and hotels and restaurants the cost escalation will 

be in double digits, as companies will be forced to operate at sub-optimal 

levels due to lack of demand and fewer employees. “There will be impact in 

terms of cost because manufacturing facilities will run at lower capacity due 

to intermittent runs,” said Sanjiv Puri, chairman & managing director, ITC 

Ltd.

The company’s hotels business is set to undergo changes in service delivery 

in confirmity with the new normal.

Contact-less service

“In the hotels business, customers have a lot of concern around safety. We 

have to think about how to redesign our services and deliver non-contact 

service, how to maintain social distance norms and how to create many more 

avenues for check-ins etc,” he said.

Airlines and airport operators will also have to bear extra costs to take on 

board fewer passengers, possibly well below existing capacities as well as 

breakeven levels and deploy more manpower to enforce safety and hygiene 

norms.

Sensex gains on RBI liquidity boost for MFs
Indian equities traded strong   as investor sentiment received a boost with 

the Reserve Bank of India announcing a Rs. 50,000 crore special liquidity 

facility for mutual funds facing liquidity pressures. An overall strong trend in 

global markets also acted as a catalyst.
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The 30-share Sensex gained 415.86 points or 1.33% to close at 31,743.08. 

Earlier in the day, it gained over 770 points to touch an intraday high of 

32,103.70.

Gains in the benchmark were led by financial sector stocks such as Indusind 

Bank, Axis Bank, Kotak Mahindra Bank, ICICI Bank and Bajaj Finance. The 

broader Nifty rose 1.4% to 9,282.30.

Last week, Franklin Templeton Mutual Fund decided to wind up six debt 

schemes amid liquidity issues.

In the markets, more than 1,300 stocks gained while 1,090 declined. Global 

stocks too surged   after the Bank of Japan announced more stimulus 

measures to help counter effects of the pandemic. The benchmarks of Hong 

Kong, Japan, South Korea, Indonesia, Taiwan and China all gained ground.

Bharti, Nokia ‘connect’ for strong network
Telecom equipment maker Nokia has secured a nearly $1 billion deal from 

Bharti Airtel to enhance the capacity of its networks, 4G in particular, for nine 

circles.

In a statement  , Bharti Airtel announced a multi-year agreement to deploy 

Nokia’s SRAN solution across nine circles in India. While the financial details 

of the deal were not disclosed, an industry source pegged it at close to $1 

billion.

“The roll-out, which will also lay the foundation for providing 5G connectivity 

in the future, will see approximately 3,00,000 radio units deployed across 

several spectrum bands, including 900 Mhz, 1800 Mhz, 2100 Mhz and 2300 

Mhz, and is expected to be completed by 2022,” the statement added.

These Nokia-supplied networks will give Airtel the best possible platform 

when 5G networks launch across the country, with their low latency and 

faster speeds.
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Gopal Vittal, MD & CEO (India and South Asia) at Bharti Airtel, said: “We 

are committed to continuously investing in emerging network technologies to 

provide a best-in-class experience to our customers.

This initiative with Nokia is a major step in this direction. We have been 

working with Nokia for more than a decade now and are delighted to use 

Nokia’s SRAN products in further improving the capacity and coverage of our 

network as we prepare for the 5G era.”

Rajeev Suri, president and chief executive officer at Nokia, said, “This is an 

important agreement for the future of connectivity in one of the world’s largest 

telecom markets and solidifies our position in India.

This project will enhance their current networks and deliver best-in-class 

connectivity to Airtel customers but also lay the foundation for 5G services in 

the future.”

India is the second largest telecom market in the world and is expected to 

reach 920 million unique mobile customers by 2025, which will also include 

88 million 5G connections, according to the GSMA.

SRAN solution

The statement added that Nokia’s SRAN solution helps operators to manage 

their 2G, 3G and 4G networks from one platform reducing network complexity, 

increasing cost efficiencies, and future-proofing investment. “The deal will 

also include Nokia’s RAN equipment, including its AirScale Radio Access, 

AirScale BaseBand and NetAct OSS solution, which will help Airtel to monitor 

and manage its network effectively. Nokia Global Services will also play a 

crucial role in the installation, planning and deployment of the project, which 

will be executed via the cloud-based Nokia Delivery Platform,” it said.

‘Urge ratings agencies to push back assessment of MFIs’
Microfinance industry association Sa-dhan has written to the Reserve Bank 
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as well as to SEBI, requesting that ratings agencies such as Crisil and Care 

Ratings be directed to push back their assessment of microlenders by three 

months due to the impact on operations following the COVID-19 outbreak.

Ratings agencies usually revise ratings of microlenders after 12 months. 

These ratings are important as they determine the creditworthiness of MFIs, 

helping banks in their decision-making process on lending to microlenders.

“Though the government has allowed MFIs to function in a limited manner, 

the ground-level situation is not conducive for regular functioning. MFIs are 

unable to complete the annual closing of accounts related work and take up 

the audit. This is an unprecedented situation for the entire economy and also 

the microfinance sector,” P. Satish, executive director of Sa-Dhan, said in the 

letters to the two agencies.

He added that some ratings agencies were seeking to give fresh ratings to 

MFIs based on incomplete and insufficient information, and an absence of 

field assessment. He reasoned that any fresh rating would, therefore, be 

erroneous and incorrect.

“It is necessary that rating agencies should wait for the situation to normalise 

in the country and normal economic activities to resume before giving a fresh 

rating to MFIs.”

‘15-month rating period’

“The most appropriate course of action at this juncture would be to extend 

the existing rating period from 12 to 15 months, so that fresh assessment 

can be done and renewed rating can be assigned after the normal operations 

resume in the microfinance sector,” the letters to the regulators dated April 

28, stated.

Ally with PSUs, governments to sell housing units: Gadkari
With a huge inventory of unsold units in cities, the real estate sector could 
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get the liquidity it needs by tying up with governments and public sector 

undertakings (PSUs) that require housing for their employees, Union Minister 

Nitin Gadkari said.

The real estate sector could work with the Centre, State governments 

and PSUs to completely or partially sell their unsold units for use by their 

employees, he said.

He was participating in an online seminar of the National Real Estate 

Development Council (NAREDCO)  .

Pressed by NAREDCO members for a relief package for the sector, he said 

the government was working on an overall package.

Mr. Gadkari, who holds the portfolios of Road Transport and Highways and 

Micro, Small and Medium Enterprises, said though he was not the Minister 

concerned for the housing sector, he had some suggestions to help the 

sector.

Earlier, NAREDCO president Niranjan Hiranandani raised the concern of 

low demand in the past one year and a half, saying that “many real estate 

companies are facing a liquidity crisis.”

Fighting financial crisis

Mr. Gadkari said, “We will win the fight against COVID-19. After that, we will 

have to fight the financial crisis. Even before COVID-19, the condition of the 

sector [real estate] was not good.”

He also suggested increasing the tenure of housing loans, while citing the 

example of road infrastructure projects.

Banks borrow Rs. 2,000 crore from RBI for mutual funds
Commercial banks have borrowed Rs. 2,000 crore from the liquidity window 

that was offered by the Reserve Bank of India for mutual funds (MFs), so far, 

latest data released by the central bank showed.
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The RBI had announced a special window of Rs. 50,000 crore for mutual 

funds in view of the redemption pressure that the fund houses are facing.

Exclusive for MFs

Funds availed under this facility will be used by banks exclusively for 

meeting the liquidity requirements of MFs, RBI had said. The scheme was 

made available from April 27, 2020 till May 11, 2020 or up to utilisation of the 

allocated amount, whichever is earlier.

“There are two issues currently — liquidity and crisis of confidence. The move 

to provide liquidity is fabulous but one needs to address the root cause as 

well,” Aashish Somaiya, managing director and chief executive officer, Motilal 

Oswal Asset Management.

“Banks are risk averse and so will be selective on taking the papers on their 

books. There is stress that will lead to redemptions and hence a signal needs 

to be given out [by regulators, government] that no mutual fund or for that 

matter no NBFC is going down,” Mr. Somaiya added.

The window was opened by RBI after Franklin Templeton Mutual Fund decided 

to wind up six debt funds that have combined assets under management of 

nearly Rs. 26,000 crore, on account of illiquid, low-rated instruments in their 

portfolio, last week.

The fund house had said that it decided to wind up the schemes to preserve 

the value at least at the current levels, as it was getting eroded due to a 

combination of redemption pressures and mark-to-market losses. These 

stemmed from the lack of liquidity on account of the COVID-19 impact on the 

markets.

Study on China dams brings the Brahmaputra into focus
A new study highlighting the impact of China’s dams on the Mekong river 

has raised fresh questions on whether dams being built on other rivers that 
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originate in China, such as the Brahmaputra, may similarly impact countries 

downstream.

While China’s southwestern Yunnan province had above-average rainfall 

from May to October 2019, there was “severe lack of water in the lower 

Mekong”, the study found based on satellite data from 1992 to 2019.

The Mekong flows from China to Myanmar, Laos, Thailand, Cambodia and 

Vietnam. The Mekong River Commission, which comprises Cambodia, Laos, 

Thailand, and Vietnam, has said more scientific evidence was needed to 

establish whether dams caused a 2019 drought.

The study released this month said six dams built since the commissioning 

of the Nuozhadu dam in 2012 had altered natural flow of the river. It was 

published by the Sustainable Infrastructure Partnership in Bangkok and the 

Lower Mekong Initiative, which is a U.S. partnership with all the downstream 

countries besides Myanmar. The study was funded by the U.S. government.

‘Groundless study’

China has maintained that the dams it is building on the river, known as the 

Lancang there, are “run of the river” dams that only store water for power 

generation. The Foreign Ministry said the study was “groundless”. Yunnan 

had also suffered from drought, while the Lancang only accounted for 13.5% 

of the Mekong’s flows.

India has long expressed concerns over dam-building on the Brahmaptura. 

In 2015, China operationalised its first hydropower project at Zangmu, while 

three other dams at Dagu, Jiexu and Jiacha are being developed.

Indian officials have said the dams are not likely to impact the quantity of the 

Brahmaputra’s flows because they are only storing water for power generation. 

Moreover, the Brahmaputra is not entirely dependent on upstream flows and 

an estimated 35% of its basin is in India.

India does not have a water-sharing agreement with China, but both sides 

share hydrological data. “We have got China to cooperate with us for 
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warnings on how floods are moving down the Yarlung Tsangpo and into the 

Brahmaputra, so that we can warn our population living in low-lying areas 

and move them safely to higher ground,” said Gautam Bambawale, who was 

India’s Ambassador to China until December 2018.

“India will continue to raise the issue of river waters in the Brahmaputra with 

China, as that appears to be the only methodology to ensure what happened 

on Mekong does not happen on Brahmaputra,” he said.

Management problem

“India, for the most part, doesn’t have a quantity problem but a management 

one,” added Ambika Vishwanath, who researches water security and is director 

of the Kubernein Initiative. “We really need to worry more about activity in 

China affecting quality, ecological balance, and flood management.”

The Mekong study, she added, was not conclusive on the question of how 

China’s dams had affected quantity of flows. “To state that the basin had less 

water because of activities in China alone is misleading, mainly because 

that only considers the water flowing into the lower basin at one station 

in Thailand,” she said, adding that the study did not consider other dams 

and water-use along the course of the river. The lower basin isn’t entirely 

dependent on flows from China, but also receives water from tributaries in all 

four countries, which the study did not account for.
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Indonesia declares state of emergency
Indonesia   declared a state of emergency as COVID-19 deaths in the world’s 

fourth most populous country jumped again.

However, he has resisted calls for a nationwide lockdown.

President Joko Widodo has been heavily criticised for not imposing lockdowns 

in major cities, including the capital Jakarta, home to about 30 million people. 

He announced $1.5 billion in beefed-up social assistance and subsidies for 

low-income workers.

136 people died after contracting the virus, with 1,528 confirmed cases of 

infection.

World could face a food crisis: UN, WTO
The heads of three global agencies warned   of the risk of a worldwide “food 

shortage” if authorities fail to manage the ongoing COVID-19 crisis properly.

Many governments around the world have put their populations on lockdown 

causing severe slow-downs in international trade and food supply chains. 

Panic buying by people going into confinement has already demonstrated 

the fragility of supply chains as supermarket shelves emptied in many 

countries.

“Uncertainty about food availability can spark a wave of export restrictions, 

creating a shortage on the global market,” said the joint text signed by Qu 

Dongyu, head of the UN’s Food and Agriculture Organization (FAO), Tedros 

Adhanom Ghebreyesus, director-general of the World Health Organization 

(WHO) and Roberto Azevedo, director of the World Trade Organization 

(WTO).

“In the midst of the COVID-19 lockdowns, every effort must be made to ensure 

that trade flows as freely as possible, specially to avoid food shortage(s)” 

from developing, they said in their statement.
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“When acting to protect the health and well-being of their citizens, countries 

should ensure that any trade-related measures do not disrupt the food supply 

chain,” they added.

U.K.’s highest daily toll

Meanwhile, Britain reported 563 deaths, the first time the national toll has 

exceeded 500, bringing the total fatalities to 2,352, according to official 

figures. The U.K. government came under renewed pressure to ramp up 

mass testing of frontline medical staff and the wider community.

In the U.S., President Donald Trump warned of a “very painful” two weeks. 

“This is going to be a very painful, a very, very painful two weeks,” Mr. Trump 

told a press conference at the White House.

“I want every American to be prepared for the hard days that lie ahead,” he 

said.

Deborah Birx, COVID_19 response coordinator at the White House, displayed 

a chart projecting a range of 100,000 to 240,000 deaths in the U.S., when 

current efforts at mitigation are taken into account.

Trump says ready to help end Saudi-Russian oil price war
U.S. President Donald Trump said   he was ready to help resolve an escalating 

oil price war between Russia and Saudi Arabia that has helped push crude 

benchmarks to 17-year lows.

The threat of a global recession triggered by the COVID-19 pandemic had 

already hammered prices when Riyadh said last month it would raise exports 

after a production-cut agreement among top producers flopped in early 

March.

Saudi Arabia said it would increase exports further to a record 10.6 million 

barrels per day from May, deepening a global supply glut as crude recorded 

its biggest monthly and quarterly price plunges in history.
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Mr. Trump said he had spoken with his Russian counterpart Vladimir Putin 

and Saudi Crown Prince Mohammed Bin Salman by phone with the aim of 

halting the slide.

“The two countries are discussing it. And I am joining at the appropriate time, 

if need be,” Trump said.

Saudi Arabia had been exporting around 7.0 million barrels per day under 

an output reduction agreement among 24-member producer alliance known 

as OPEC+, which included Russia. OPEC+ failed to reach a deal on further 

production cuts to shore up sagging prices.

Analysts say Riyadh is engaged in a deliberate long-term strategy to capture 

greater market share by pressuring its high-cost rivals. “Saudi policy will not 

just drive more expensive forms of oil production out of the market; it will 

also make it harder for renewable energy to compete with fossil fuels,” said 

Bernard Haykel, a Saudi expert at Princeton University.

Trump resists national shutdown
President Donald Trump is resisting calls to issue a national stay-at-home 

order to stem the spread of the new coronavirus despite his administration’s 

projections that tens of thousands of Americans are likely to be killed by the 

disease. One by one, though, States are increasingly pushing shutdown 

orders of their own.

Mr. Trump said   he wants to give Governors’ “flexibility” on whether a stay-

at-home policy is the best option for their constituents but acknowledged that 

he’s looking at limiting air and rail travel between hot spots within the U.S. 

“There are some states that are different,” he said. “There are some states 

that don’t have much of a problem.”

Surgeon General Jerome Adams said the nation’s federalist system leaves 

much of the authority on how to properly respond to catastrophes to State 
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governors and local officials.

Global virus cases near a million as Spain sees record 
deaths
Confirmed coronavirus cases approached 1 million around the world   as 

Europe reeled from the pandemic and the U.S. reported record numbers of 

people out of work.

The virus claimed thousands more lives in its relentless march across the 

globe, including nearly 1,000 new deaths in Spain, despite more than half of 

the planet being subjected to some form of lockdown.

And it continued to wreak havoc on the global economy, with the U.S. 

announcing that another 6.65 million workers filed for unemployment benefits 

last week and Spain reporting its biggest monthly increase in jobless claims 

on record.

Since emerging in China in December, COVID-19 has infected 9,81,221 

people — including at least 5,00,000 in Europe — and claimed more than 

50,000 lives.

Europe has been at the centre of the crisis, with at least 34,000 now dead, but 

there have been signs the epidemic could be approaching its peak.

Spain said   it had suffered a record 950 deaths in 24 hours, bringing its total 

number of fatalities to 10,003.

The number of confirmed Spanish cases passed the 1,10,000 mark, the 

government said, although the rates of both new infections and deaths 

continued a downward trend.

“The data show the curve has stabilised” and the epidemic has entered a 

“slowdown” phase, Health Minister Salvador Illa said.

Italy has also seen its infection rates slow and eyes will now be on Britain and 

France, which both reported their highest daily death tolls  .
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The U.S., which now accounts for almost a quarter of reported global infections, 

saw its death toll pass 5,000 by the early hours of Thursday, according to a 

tally by Johns Hopkins University. Among the latest known fatalities was a 

six-week-old baby who was taken to a Connecticut hospital late last week.

Iran, U.S. heat up war of words despite pandemic
Iran said   it “only acts in self-defence” after President Donald Trump warned 

it against attacks on U.S. troops in Iraq, as a new war of words heated up 

despite the pandemic.

Tensions between the arch-foes flared in Iraq where the U.S. deployed Patriot 

air defence missiles, prompting Iran to demand a withdrawal.

Foreign Minister Mohammad Javad Zarif tweeted that “unlike the U.S. —

which surreptitiously lies, cheats & assassinates — Iran only acts in self-

defence”.

“Don’t be misled by usual warmongers, AGAIN,” he said, addressing Mr. 

Trump.

“Iran starts no wars but teaches lessons to those who do,” he added.

Mr. Trump warned Iran   that it would pay a “heavy price” in the event of 

further attacks on U.S. troops. He tweeted that “upon information and belief, 

Iran or its proxies are planning a sneak attack on U.S. troops and/or assets 

in Iraq”.

In response, Mr. Zarif tweeted that “Iran has FRIENDS: No one can have 

MILLIONS of ‘proxies’”

UNGA adopts resolution calling for global solidarity, 
cooperation to fight COVID-19
The United Nations General Assembly has unanimously adopted a resolution, 

co-sponsored by 188 nations including India, on COVID-19, calling for 
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intensified international cooperation to defeat the pandemic that is causing 

severe disruption to societies and economies.

The resolution titled Global solidarity to fight the coronavirus disease 2019 

(COVID-19)’ was the first such document on the global pandemic to be 

adopted by the world organisation.

The UN Security Council is yet to discuss the coronavirus outbreak, even as 

the total number of coronavirus cases across the world crossed one million.

The resolution said the 193-member General Assembly notes with great 

concern the threat to human health, safety and well-being caused by the 

coronavirus disease 2019 pandemic, which continues to spread globally.

It recognises the “unprecedented effects of the pandemic, including the 

severe disruption to societies and economies, as well as to global travel and 

commerce, and the devastating impact on the livelihood of people”.

The resolution called for intensified international cooperation to contain, 

mitigate and defeat the pandemic, including by exchanging information, 

scientific knowledge and best practices and by applying the relevant guidelines 

recommended by the World Health Organization.

Recognising that the COVID-19 pandemic requires a global response based 

on unity, solidarity and renewed multilateral cooperation, the resolution said 

the General Assembly reaffirms its commitment to international cooperation 

and multilateralism and its strong support for the central role of the United 

Nations system in the global response to the coronavirus disease 2019 

(COVID-19) pandemic.

It also emphasised the need for full respect for human rights, and stressed 

that there is no place for any form of discrimination, racism and xenophobia 

in the response to the pandemic.

The resolution was sponsored by Ghana, Indonesia, Liechtenstein, Norway, 

Singapore and Switzerland. Since the General Assembly is not holding 

meetings due to the pandemic, the resolution was adopted under a silence 
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procedure.

The draft resolution was under silence procedure until April 2 at 6pm. If there 

were no objections to the resolution within the specified time period from 

member states, the President of the General Assembly circulates a letter 

confirming adoption.

China pauses in memory of virus victims and ‘martyrs’
China came to a standstill   to mourn patients and medical staff killed by 

the coronavirus, as the world’s most populous country observed a nationwide 

three-minute silence.

At 10 a.m. local time, citizens paused, cars, trains and ships sounded their 

horns, and air-raid sirens rang out in memory of the more than 3,000 lives 

claimed by the virus in China. In Wuhan — the city where the virus first emerged 

late last year — sirens and horns sounded as people fell silent in the streets.

Tongji Hospital staff stood outside with heads bowed towards the main building, 

some in the protective hazmat suits that have become a symbol of the crisis 

worldwide. “I feel a lot of sorrow about our colleagues and patients who died,” 

Xu, a nurse at Tongji who worked on the frontlines treating COVID-19 patients, 

said, holding back tears. “I hope they can rest well in heaven.”

Workers in protective wear paused silently beside barriers at one residential 

community — a reminder there are still tight restrictions on everyday life across 

Wuhan. State media showed Chinese President Xi Jinping and other officials 

standing outside a Beijing government compound, wearing white flowers. 

National flags were lowered to half-mast across the country, including in the 

capital’s Tiananmen Square.

Pedestrians in a busy shopping district stopped and kept their heads low in 

silent tribute, while police stood with their riot shields down and bowed heads. 

“During this process, a lot of people including the medical workers... have 
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made extraordinary contributions. They are all heroes,” said shopper Wang 

Yongna.

Park-goers paused their activities too, some with hands together in prayer.

Trains on Beijing’s subway network halted, and passengers stood silently in 

a mark of respect.

Mourning the ‘martyrs’

Officials said the observance was a chance to mourn virus “martyrs” — an 

honorific title the government bestowed this week on 14 medical workers 

who died fighting the outbreak.

The hashtag “China remembers its heroes” had nearly 1.3 billion views on 

Twitter-like Weibo Saturday.

The martyrs include Doctor Li Wenliang, a Wuhan whistleblower reprimanded 

by authorities for trying to warn others in the early days of the contagion. Mr. Li’s 

death from COVID-19 in February prompted a national outpouring of grief and 

anger at the government’s handling of the crisis. The ruling Communist Party 

has sought to direct criticism to local authorities in Wuhan and surrounding 

Hubei province, who were accused of downplaying the severity of the virus. 

Despite drastic measures to lock down the province in January, the epidemic 

spiralled into a global pandemic. Some restrictions in Hubei were eased in 

recent weeks after the officially stated number of new infections dropped to 

near zero. Saturday’s commemoration coincided with the annual Qing Ming 

holiday — the “tomb sweeping” festival — when Chinese people visit the 

graves of relatives and leave offerings in remembrance. Some restrictions 

were tightened again this week to prevent a second wave of infections, with 

authorities discouraging cemetery visits to mark the festival. Last year, nearly 

10 million people visited cemeteries across the three-day holiday, according 

to state news agency Xinhua.

At Beijing’s enormous Babaoshan cemetery, mourners made online 

reservations to visit graves in a limited number of time slots, with only three 
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relatives allowed per tomb.

Scott Morrison urges WHO, UN to act against China’s wet 
markets
Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison   urged the World Health Organization 

and the United Nations to act against China’s wet markets, like the one where 

the deadly coronavirus is thought to have originated, as they pose “great 

risks” to the health and well-being of the rest of the world.

U.S. gives ‘terrorist’ label to white supremacist group
The Trump administration   designated an ultranationalist group based in 

Russia as a terrorist organisation, according to officials. It is the first time the 

government applied the label to a white supremacist group.

While the label of specially designated global terrorist has been frequently 

used for Islamist extremists, there have been growing concerns among U.S. 

officials about violent white supremacists with transnational links over the past 

five years. In 2018, the White House added that threat to the government’s 

National Strategy for Counterterrorism.

The State Department’s designation for the organisation, the Russian 

Imperial Movement, sets up the Treasury Department’s Office of Foreign 

Assets Control to block any American property or assets belonging to the 

group. It will also bar Americans from financial dealings with the organisation 

and make it easier to ban its members from travelling to the U.S.

The U.S. is also designating three of the group’s leaders — Stanislav 

Anatolyevich Vorobyev, Denis Valliullovich Gariev and Nikolay Nikolayevich 

Trushchalov — as individual terrorists who will face similar sanctions, officials 

said.

The authority for either the Treasury Department or the State Department to 
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deem a group or an individual a specially designated global terrorist traces 

back to an executive order issued by President George W. Bush after the 

September 11, 2001, terrorist attacks.

Signing of order

President Donald Trump in September signed an executive order expanding 

that authority to cover groups that provide training for terrorists even if the 

groups are not directly linked to any attack.

The Russian Imperial Movement is not considered to be sponsored by the 

Russian government, officials said, although President Vladimir Putin has 

tolerated its activities and it has helped advance the Russian government’s 

external goals by recruiting Russian fighters to aid pro-Russia separatists 

in eastern Ukraine. The group has also helped support neo-Nazi groups in 

Scandinavia.

Ambassador Nathan A. Sales, the State Department’s counterterrorism 

coordinator, said the group operated two facilities in St. Petersburg that 

offered paramilitary training to neo-Nazis and white supremacists. Although 

a Russian Imperial Movement member has visited the U.S., the organisation 

does not appear to have domestic members. It is not clear if the group has 

provided training to U.S.-based neo-Nazis.

Bernie Sanders opts out of Democratic presidential race
Senator Bernie Sanders, who saw his once strong lead in the Democratic 

primary evaporate as the party’s establishment lined swiftly up behind rival 

Joe Biden, ended his presidential bid  , an acknowledgement that the former 

Vice-President is too far ahead for him to have any reasonable hope of 

catching up.

The Vermont Senator’s announcement makes Mr. Biden the presumptive 

Democratic nominee to challenge President Donald Trump in November.
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“The path toward victory is virtually impossible,” Mr. Sanders told supporters 

as he congratulated Mr. Biden. The former Vice-President is “a very decent 

man whom I will work with to move our progressive ideas forward.”

Mr. Sanders initially exceeded sky-high expectations about his ability to 

recreate the magic of his 2016 presidential bid, and even overcame a heart 

attack last October. But he found himself unable to convert unwavering support 

from progressives into a viable path to the nomination amid “electability” fears 

fuelled by questions about whether his democratic socialist ideology would 

be palatable to general election voters.

Oldest contender

The 78-year-old Senator began his latest White House bid facing questions 

about whether he could win back the supporters who chose him four years 

ago as an insurgent alternative to the party establishment’s choice, Hillary 

Clinton. Despite winning 22 states in 2016, there were no guarantees he’d 

be a major presidential contender this cycle, especially as the race’s oldest 

candidate.

Mr. Sanders, though, used strong polling and solid fundraising — collected 

almost entirely from small donations made online — to more than quiet early 

doubters. Like the first time, he attracted support from young voters and was 

able to make new inroads within the Hispanic community, even as his appeal 

with African Americans remained small.

Mr. Sanders amassed the most votes in Iowa and New Hampshire, which 

opened primary voting, and cruised to an easy victory in Nevada — seemingly 

leaving him well positioned to sprint to the Democratic nomination while a 

deeply crowded and divided field of alternatives sunk around him.

But a crucial endorsement of Mr. Biden by influential South Carolina 

Representative Jim Clyburn, and a subsequent, larger-than-expected victory 

in South Carolina, propelled the former vice president into Super Tuesday, 

when he won 10 of 14 States.
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In a matter of days, his top former Democratic rivals lined up and announced 

their endorsement of Mr. Biden. The former Vice -President’s campaign had 

appeared on the brink of collapse after New Hampshire but found new life as 

the rest of the party’s more moderate establishment coalesced around him 

as an alternative to Mr. Sanders.

Loss in Michigan

Things only got worse the following week when Mr. Sanders lost Michigan, 

where he had campaigned hard and upset Ms. Clinton in 2016. He was also 

beaten in Missouri, Mississippi and Idaho the same night and the results 

were so decisive that Sanders headed to Vermont without speaking to the 

media.

The coronavirus outbreak essentially froze the campaign, preventing Mr. 

Sanders from holding the large rallies that had become his trademark and 

shifting the primary calendar. It became increasingly unclear where he could 

notch a victory that would help him regain ground against Mr. Biden.

Though he will not be the nominee, Mr. Sanders was a key architect of many 

of the social policies that dominated the Democratic primary, including a 

“Medicare for All” universal, government-funded health care plan, tuition-free 

public college, a $15 minimum wage and sweeping efforts to fight climate 

change under the “Green New Deal.”

WHO Europe warns against relaxing curbs
The World Health Organization’s European office said   that despite seeing 

“positive signs” from some countries, it was too early to scale back measures 

aimed at containing the coronavirus. “Now is not the time to relax measures. 

It is the time to double and triple our collective efforts,” WHO regional director 

for Europe, Hans Kluge, told a press conference.
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‘Importance of soft power is increasing globally’
Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR) president and BJP MP Vinay 

Sahasrabuddhe speaks about ICCR’s future programmes, how it is handling 

the lockdown and its legacy as it marks its foundation day  .

April 9 will mark the 70th anniversary of the ICCR’s foundation. Looking 

back, what do you think has been its legacy and how, if at all, do you see 

it changing in your tenure? What are the reforms that you have undertaken 

with regard to ICCR?

ICCR has a great history and many stalwarts had shouldered this responsibility. 

What I myself and our team is doing is to take the legacy ahead and also 

further add value in tune with the changing times. ICCR was established when 

there was neither the concept of soft power nor was the term in use. Naturally 

then, the activities were limited in terms of their number and their diverse 

character as well. Majorly, it was about scholarships to foreign students, 

cultural exchanges involving artistes and youths as also establishing some 

Chairs in some universities etc. Now, we are in a world where every nation 

wants to influence and occupy the mind space of the global community and 

thereby add to its prowess. In a way the limitations of military might are now 

more obvious and hence the importance of soft power is increasing.

On reforms, we are trying to fine-tune certain systems and galvanise the entire 

functioning in keeping with the modern times. India enjoys a groundswell of 

goodwill, but the challenge is to translate this goodwill into understanding of 

India. To that end we plan to start academic programmes like an Understanding 

India course, cultural exchange between future leaders, mainstreaming of 

our traditional artisans through exchange with similar artisans abroad and 

converting Chairs into full-fledged India Study Centres abroad.

This time the foundation day happens to be during the lockdown imposed to 

curb COVID-19, so how will it be celebrated in India and around the world? 

And, what are the initiatives being rolled out by ICCR during the lockdown?
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Three things could be shared. Firstly we are utilising this time for preparing 

to make a new beginning in some areas of academic courses through a 

more structured system of knowledge dissemination and evaluation as 

well as certification. Secondly, with the ‘Show Must Go On’ spirit, we have 

successfully started conducting e-tutorials and classes on a wide range of 

subjects including classical dances, Hindi, Sanskrit and even Yoga.

Thirdly, in the wake of all pervading gloom and tensions as a result of 

pandemic, we have announced a global painting competition and also an 

essay competition for NRIs and alumni of Indian institutions. We always 

believe that centrality of cultural relations will eventually promote our 

diplomatic, strategic as well as economic relationships.

Among the activities of the ICCR is promotion of Hindi. Are there any plans 

on expanding these activities, for example the number of scholarships for 

foreign students here and Chairs set up in foreign universities?

Well, not just Hindi, but promotion of all languages from India is something 

we want to work for. In Israel, there are many Marathi- speaking Jews. Now 

if they demand a Marathi class, we may accept even that. Same is true 

with Tamil, Bengali, Sanskrit or Gujarati. We have started using Amar Chitra 

Katha type comics to conduct language training. But this is also to some 

extent demand-driven. About scholarships, we desire to increase them but 

getting eligible students also becomes an issue.

What’s next for Bernie Sanders’s ‘revolution’?
Bernie Sanders, the insurgent American politician who pushed the 

Democratic Party to the left on several issues,   dropped out of the race 

for party nomination. This was the second straight election Mr. Sanders is 

ending up as a runner-up in the Democratic nomination contest. The 78-year-

old Senator from Vermont may not get another chance to bid for the White 
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House, but the movement he launched, which he calls a political revolution, 

has already shaken up the Democratic Party.

Historical parallels

There were a few politicians in the U.S. who left lasting imprints on the political 

system despite their failure to win the top office. Historian Michael Kazin has 

compared Mr. Sanders to the late 19th century Democratic insurgent William 

Jennings Bryan and the 1972 Democratic candidate George McGovern. 

Bryan, who first won the Democratic party nomination in 1896, was a critic of 

the gold standard, a champion of inflationary policies and a consistent critic 

of “American imperialism”. Bryan lost all three White House bids — in 1896, 

1900 and 1908. Despite these failures, writes Mr. Kazin, the Democratic 

Party “embraced the pro-regulation, anti-monopoly, pro-union stand of this 

eloquent politician called ‘the Great Commoner’.”

In 1972, McGovern defeated the establishment favourites to win the 

nomination, but lost to incumbent Richard Nixon in the presidential election. 

When McGovern was running a high-spirited liberal campaign, he was called 

by critics a “communist apologist”. Despite his massive loss to Nixon, his 

anti-war positions would resonate through the American people in the years 

that followed. President Nixon himself would end the Vietnam war that had 

been lost for years.

Political legacy

Like Bryan and McGovern, Mr. Sanders also built a movement at the 

grassroots level. While the former two made it to the presidential race, Mr. 

Sanders could not reach that milestone, partly because he failed to broaden 

his support base through the diverse Democratic voters. He also faced a 

combative party establishment, which threw its weight behind its favourites, 

Hillary Clinton in 2016 and Joe Biden this year.

But the impact of the Sanders campaign on the Democratic politics is already 

visible. Most Democrats who joined the 2020 race supported restructuring 
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America’s healthcare system. They also supported doubling the minimum 

wage, fighting climate change more vigorously and taxing the rich more. 

Support for Medicare for all, one of Mr. Sanders’s top promises, is rising 

across party lines. According to a WSJ/NBC poll, the support for the proposal 

among all registered voters stood at 43% in March. About 73% support an 

option to buy into a Medicare system. Among the Democratic voters, 67% 

voters supported Mr. Sanders’ proposal, while the support for the public 

option stood at 81%. And at a time when the U.S. is facing an unprecedented 

healthcare crisis in the wake of the COVID-19 outbreak and its economic 

impacts, the focus of the political debate could further shift to healthcare 

and inflationary policies. The Democratic Party also has a host of young 

leaders, including New York Representative Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, who 

are taking forward the Sanders-style leftist politics.

Unsurprisingly, in a statement issued after Mr. Sanders announced his 

decision to drop out, Mr. Biden has reached out to the leftist leader’s base. 

“We will confront income inequality in our nation. We will make sure healthcare 

is affordable and accessible to every American. We will make education at 

our public colleges and universities free. We will ease the burden of student 

debt. And, most important of all, we will defeat Donald Trump,” said Mr. 

Biden. Mr. Sanders may have dropped out of the race to win the Democratic 

nomination, but he continues to shape the Democratic politics.

Russia probe was started ‘without basis’
Attorney-General William Barr believes the Russia investigation that 

shadowed President Donald Trump for the first two years of his administration 

was started without any basis and amounted to an effort to “sabotage the 

presidency”.

Mr. Barr offered no support for his assertion that the FBI lacked a basis for 
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opening the investigation and made no mention of the fact that the bureau 

began its probe after a Trump campaign adviser purported to have early 

knowledge that Russia had dirt on Democratic opponent Hillary Clinton.

Mr. Barr, who has appointed a U.S. attorney to lead an investigation into the 

origins of the Russia probe, said the Justice Department has evidence there 

was “something far more troubling” than just mistakes during the investigation 

that eventually morphed into special counsel Robert Mueller’s probe.

“I think the President has every right to be frustrated, because I think what 

happened to him was one of the greatest travesties in American history,” Mr. 

Barr said in the interview with Fox News.

The Attorney-General said the FBI launched its counter-intelligence 

investigation into ties between the Trump campaign and Russia “without any 

basis.”

“Even more concerning, actually, is what happened after the campaign, a 

whole pattern of events while he was President,” Mr. Barr said.

“To sabotage the presidency, and I think that — or at least have the effect of 

sabotaging the presidency.”

Security threat

The Justice Department’s Inspector General found the FBI was justified in 

opening an investigation into ties between the Trump presidential campaign 

and Russia — to protect against a national security threat — and found the 

bureau didn’t act with political bias.

Mr. Trump and his supporters are counting on different conclusions from 

the separate investigation led by John Durham, the U.S. attorney Mr. Barr 

selected to examine the early days of the Russia probe. Mr. Durham’s 

investigation is going on.

Mr. Barr has been a loyal supporter of Mr. Trump since becoming Attorney-

General, though their positive relationship showed signs of fraying earlier 
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this year when Mr. Barr said in an interview that Mr. Trump’s tweets about 

ongoing Justice Department cases made it “impossible” for him to do his 

job.

Mr. Mueller concluded that the Russian government interfered in the 2016 

poll, but his probe didn’t find sufficient evidence to establish a criminal 

conspiracy between Mr. Trump’s campaign and Russia.

Generic drug costs for US consumers to rise due to 
overdependence on China: CRS
The overall cost of generic drugs for the US consumers is likely to increase 

in short-to-medium term because of China being the primary supplier of their 

ingredients to their global manufacturers, particularly India, a Congressional 

report has said.

China’s role as the primary supplier of Active Pharmaceuticals Ingredients to 

global manufacturers of the generic pharmaceuticals, particularly in India, is 

likely to increase overall costs of the generic pharmaceuticals for consumers 

in the United States in the short-to-medium term, Congressional Research 

Service or CRS said in one of its latest report.

The outbreak of COVID-19 in India could also affect the availability of generic 

pharmaceuticals in the United States. India, which supplies approximately 

40 percent of generic pharmaceuticals used in the United States, imports 

nearly 70 percent of its APIs from China, CRS said.

CRS is the independent and bipartisan research wing of the US Congress 

which prepares periodic reports for lawmakers to take informed decisions. 

Its report is not an official view point on the Congress,

In March, the CRS said India imposed export restrictions on several drugs 

whose supply chains rely on China, leading to fears of potential global 

shortage of generic drugs that have since escalated after India announced a 
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nationwide 21-day lockdown.

India, however, has started allowing export of some of the key drugs 

like hydroxychloroquine to countries like the US and Brazil on a case by case 

basis. US President Donald Trump has thanked people of India and Prime 

Minister Narendra Modi for his decision to allow HCQ’s export.

According to the CRS, in 2019, India with total export worth USD 8.3 billion was 

the eighth largest exporter of pharmaceuticals, medical equipment, products 

and supplies. Ireland with 35 billion tops the list followed by Germany (USD 

25 billion) and China (USD20 billion).

In its report dated April 6, the CRS said the COVID-19 outbreak, first in China 

and then globally, including in the United States, is drawing attention to the 

ways in which the US economy depends on manufacturing and supply chains 

based in China.

An area of particular concern to the Congress is shortages of medical 

supplies in the US, including those of personal protective equipments and 

pharmaceuticals, as the United States steps up efforts to contain COVID-19 

with limited domestic stockpiles and insufficient US industrial capacity.

Because of China’s role as a global supplier of PPE, medical devices, 

antibiotics, and active pharmaceutical ingredients, reduced export from China 

have led to shortages of critical medical supplies in the United States.

Exacerbating the situation, in early February 2020, the Chinese government 

nationalized control of the production and distribution of medical supplies in 

China, directing all production for domestic use, and asked the bureaucracy 

and Chinese industry to secure supplies from the global market.

Now, apparently past its COVID-19 outbreak peak, the Chinese government 

may selectively release some medical supplies for overseas delivery, with 

designated countries selected, according to political calculations, it said.

As China’s manufacturing sector recovers, while the United States and 

other major global markets are grappling with COVID-19, some fear China 
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could overwhelm overseas markets, as it ramps up export-led growth to 

compensate for the sharp downturn of exports in the first quarter of 2020, 

secure hard currency, and boost economic growth, CRS noted.

China may also seek to make gains in strategic sectors, such as 

telecommunications, microelectronics and semiconductors, in which the 

government undertook extraordinary measures to sustain research and 

development and manufacturing during the COVID-19 outbreak in China,? 

it said.

If China a developing country, make US too one: Trump
If China is considered a developing country, make the United States too a 

developing one, US President Donald Trump said  , alleging that Beijing has 

taken advantage of his country.

“China has been unbelievably taken advantage of us and other countries. 

You know, for instance, they are considered a developing nation. I said well 

then make us a developing nation too,” Trump told reporters at his daily 

White House news conference on coronavirus.

The president was responding to a question on China.

They get big advantages because they are a developing nation. India, a 

developing nation. The United States is the big developed nation. Well, we 

have plenty of development to do,? he said.

Reiterating that United States was taken advantage of by the World Trade 

Organization, Trump said the Chinese economy started booming after it 

joined WTO with the help of the US.

If you look at the history of China, it was only since they went into the WTO 

that they became a rocket ship with their economy. They were flatlined for 

years and years,” he said.

Frankly, for many, many decades. And it was only when they came into the 
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WTO that they became a rocket ship because they took advantage of all 

— I’m not even blaming them. I’m saying how stupid were the people that 

stood here and allowed it to happen,” he said.

The Trump Administration will now allow that to happen, he said.

If they don’t treat us fairly, will leave. But now we’re starting to win cases,? 

He said.

Alleging that China has taken advantage of the United States for 30 years, 

he said, China has taken advantage of the US through WTO and using rules 

that are unfair to the United States.

“They should have never been allowed it, this should have never been 

allowed to happen”, he added.

When China joined and was allowed to join under those circumstances the 

WTO, that was a very bad day for the United States because they have 

rules and regulations that were far different and far easier than our rules and 

regulations, he said.

Plus. They took advantage of them down to the last. China took advantage 

of them like few people would even think to take advantage of them and 

again they are considered right a developing nation,” he added.

The United States, he rued, is not considered a developing nation.

The were given advantages (for being a developing nation). For many years 

China has ripped off the United States. Then I came along and right now, as 

you know, China is paying 25 percent,” said Trump, adding that the US is 

now gaining “billions and billions and billions of dollars in tariffs from China.

The US is not paying, he asserted.

Not every country is China but China would devalue their currency and they 

would also pour out money and they essentially were paying most of those 

tariffs not us,? he said.
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Saudi, Russia press on with oil cut deal at G20 talks, US offers 
help
Top oil nations pushed to finalise a deal on sweeping oil cuts at G20 talks   to 

lift prices slammed by the coronavirus crisis with Russia and Saudi Arabia 

taking the lion’s share and the United States showing unusual willingness to 

help out.

Riyadh, Moscow and its allies, which make up the informal OPEC+ group, 

had forged a pact to curb crude production by the equivalent of 10% of global 

supplies in marathon talks   and said they wanted others to cut a further 

5%.

But efforts to conclude the OPEC+ deal hit the buffers when Mexico insisted 

it would only cut its output by a quarter of the amount demanded by OPEC+, 

although Mexico’s president said Washington had offered to make extra cuts 

on his behalf.

President Donald Trump, who had threatened Saudi Arabia with oil tariffs if it 

didn’t fix the oversupply problem, said the United States would help Mexico 

by picking up “some of the slack”, although he said Washington expected to 

be reimbursed. He did not say how this would work.

Oil markets were closed   when the G20 energy ministers held a video 

conference, hosted by Saudi Arabia.

But prices failed to rally after Thursday’s talks on cuts, because even an 

unprecedented cut of 15% in global supplies would still leave a huge overhang 

when demand has plunged 30%.

Measures to curb the spread of the coronavirus have destroyed demand 

for fuel and driven down oil prices, straining budgets of oil producers and 

hammering the U.S. shale industry which is more vulnerable to low prices 

due to its higher costs.”We call on all nations to use every means at their 

disposal to help reduce the surplus,” U.S. Energy Secretary Dan Brouillette 
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told the G20 talks.

The OPEC+ pact, which was conditional on Mexico signing up, would see 10 

million barrels per day (bpd) of oil removed.

Russian energy minister Alexander Novak and OPEC+ sources have called 

for an additional 5 million bpd to be withdrawn by the United States and 

others.

Norway and Canada, both outside OPEC+, have suggested they could cut if 

the deal was implemented.

Russia said Canada could cut up to 1 million bpd, however, Canada’s Natural 

Resources Minister Seamus O’Regan said ministers at the G20 talks agreed 

on the need for oil price stability but did not discuss “numbers” for production 

cuts.

Brouillette said U.S. oil output could fall by between 2 million and 3 million 

bpd by the end of 2020. Although not a formal cut, it represents a bigger drop 

over a shorter period of time than U.S. officials previously indicated.

Kremlin spokesman Dmitry Peskov said action involving others was 

“unavoidable”, even though he acknowledged U.S. law barred American 

producers from joining any price cartel.

Trump and Russian President Vladimir Putin held talks   that included 

discussing the energy market.

‘HINGING ON MEXICO’

Mexican President Andres Manuel Lopez Obrador said Trump agreed to help 

by cutting more U.S. output after Mexico offered OPEC+ a cut of just 100,000 

bpd, not the 400,000 bpd demanded.

Lopez Obrador said Trump had “very generously said to me that they were 

going to help us with the additional 250,000 (bpd) to what they are going to 

contribute.”Mexico, which has long been in a standoff with Washington over 

Trump’s plan to build a wall between the two countries, cares less about low 

oil prices and more about volume because of its hedging programme, which 
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protects it against price falls.

The head of the International Energy Agency, Fatih Birol, said importing 

countries could offer some support to the market by making extra purchases 

of crude for strategic reserves.

Brouillette also said the United States would help demand by opening its 

strategic reserve to store as much oil as possible.

But there is only so much importers can buy when the world’s storage capacity 

on land and at sea is rapidly filling up.

The crisis in the oil market has pushed Russia and Saudi Arabia to patch up 

differences after their acrimonious OPEC+ meeting in March where a dispute 

over how best to tackle falling prices led them to scrap their existing pact on 

production restraint that had helped balance the market for three years.

The new OPEC+ deal envisaged all members reducing output by 23%, with 

Saudi Arabia and Russia each cutting 2.5 million bpd and Iraq cutting over 1 

million bpd in May and June.

Riyadh and Moscow agreed that their cuts would both be calculated from an 

October 2018 baseline of 11 million bpd, even though Saudi supplies surged 

to 12.3 million bpd this April.

Under the plans, OPEC+ would ease cuts to 8 million bpd from July to 

December and relax them further to 6 million bpd between January 2021 

and April 2022, OPEC+ documents showed.UBS said the cuts were still not 

enough. “We still see Brent falling to $20 per barrel or lower in the second 

quarter of 2020,” it said.

COVID-19: younger patients develop fewer neutralising 
antibodies, study finds
Analysis of blood samples from 175 patients with mild COVID-19 disease 

who were discharged from the Shanghai Public Health Clinical Centre as on 
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February 26 revealed that about 30% of patients had unexpectedly low levels 

of antibodies against novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2). Ten patients had 

such low levels of neutralising antibodies that these could not be detected, 

while two patients showed very high levels.

The study threw up another surprise — the plasma of elderly and middle-age 

patients had significantly higher amount of neutralising antibodies and spike-

binding antibodies than young patients. The median age of the patients was 

50 years and the median length of hospital stay was 16 days and median 

disease duration was 21 days.

The study was posted on medRxiv preprint server on April 6. Preprints are 

yet to be peer-reviewed and published in scientific journals.

Disease duration

Though about 30% of patients failed to develop high amounts of neutralising 

antibodies even after recovering from COVID-19 disease, the disease 

duration was not longer than older patients. Likewise, older patients who 

had more neutralising antibodies did not recover faster. So immaterial of the 

amount of neutralising antibodies found, both young and old patients took 

the same time to recover.

The amount of neutralising antibodies generated in response to vaccination 

determines the efficacy of the vaccine in protecting against the virus. In this 

case, if infection with actual virus has not resulted in eliciting strong antibody 

response and hence elevated neutralising antibodies, it is not clear if the 

vaccine which had killed or weakened viruses would be able to produce high 

amounts of antibodies.

But the researchers were not able to detect viral DNA in the blood samples 

collected, and information about viral load was not available for all the patients. 

So it is not known if the young patients had lower viral load thus resulting 

in lower amount of neutralising antibodies. “This study is preliminary,” the 

authors caution.
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The team led by Jinghe Huang was able to detect coronavirus-specific 

neutralising antibodies 10-15 days after onset of the disease, and the level 

remained stable thereafter.

Mild symptoms

All the 175 patients included in the study had only mild symptoms. The 

researchers excluded patients who had been admitted to intensive care units 

because many of them already had antibodies from donated blood plasma.

The efficacy of passive antibody therapy, otherwise called as convalescent 

plasma therapy, relies on the concentration of neutralising antibodies in the 

plasma. The low levels of neutralising antibodies in younger patients who 

have recovered from the disease strongly suggest that convalescent plasma 

should be titrated before being used for therapy.

The authors wonder if the low levels of neutralising antibodies in about 30% 

of patients would put them at risk of infection rebound or reinfection and 

suggest that further studies are undertaken to understand this.

Immune response

The higher amounts of neutralising antibodies found in older patients may 

be due to “strong immune response” in aged people, the study suggests. But 

whether the elevated neutralising antibodies found in older people protect 

them from progression to severe and critical conditions is not known. But the 

world over, it has become clear that older COVID-19 patients are at higher 

risk of adverse disease outcomes. Studies carried out earlier using the SARS 

virus infection in aged macaques resulted in elevated immune responses, 

resulting in more severe pathology than younger adult macaques.

The researchers also found that antibodies generated in response to novel 

coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) could bind with 2003 SARS strains. However, 

the binding was not able to stop the SARS virus from replicating. This raises 

the possibility of developing a vaccine that might be effective against both 
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novel coronavirus and the 2003 SARS virus.

Why hospitals are hotbeds of coronavirus transmission
Across the world, hospitals have become hotspots for novel coronavirus 

(SARS-CoV-2) infection. And hundreds of healthcare workers have been 

infected in many countries, and some have died too. While the availability 

and quality of personal protective equipment (PPE) and the duration of 

exposure with severe and critical patients have been a factor in determining 

if healthcare workers were safe or not, a study posted on March 16 in a 

preprint repository medRxiv reveals how certain areas in the hospitals and 

certain objects had more viruses.

In another study posted on March 16 in a preprint repository medRxiv, a 

team of researchers collected 626 samples from 13 hospital function zones, 

five major objects, and three major PPE from the Zhongnan Medical Center 

in Wuhan during the period February 7-27, 2020. Preprints are yet to be 

peer-reviewed and published in scientific journals.

The study was carried out as 1,688 healthcare workers had become infected 

with novel coronavirus in China, including 1,080 healthcare workers in Wuhan, 

the epicentre of the epidemic in China. Widespread hospital contamination 

could have resulted in occupational exposure for healthcare workers in the 

hospital on a daily basis.

Routes of transmission

The primary routes of transmission of the virus are through large respiratory 

droplets and close contact, and contact with surfaces and objects 

contaminated with the virus. Once in contact with the virus on objects and 

surfaces, there is high risk of infection.

The study led by Xinghuan Wang from the Zhongnan Hospital of Wuhan 

University found at 31.9%, the intensive care unit specialised for taking care 
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of COVID-19 patients was the most contaminated in the hospital followed by 

obstetric isolation ward for COVID-19 pregnant women (28.1%), and isolation 

ward for COVID-19 patients (19.6%).

They found nearly 14% of all commonly used hospital objects and medical 

equipment had the virus on them. Among the most contaminated objects in 

the hospital were the self-service printers (20.0%), desktop/keyboard (16.8%), 

doorknob (16.0%), telephones (12.5%) and medical equipment (12.5%). In 

China, the self-service printers are commonly used by patients themselves 

to print out examination or test reports in a hospital.

At 20.3%, hand sanitiser dispensers were the most contaminated objects 

followed by hand gloves (15.4%).

Survival duration

Earlier, a team led by Vincent J. Munster from the National Institute of 

Allergy and Infectious Diseases found that the novel coronavirus survived 

up to one day on cardboard and three days on plastic. Now, another team of 

researchers led by Leo L. M. Poon from The University of Hong Kong found 

shorter survival time of the virus on different surfaces. Dr. Poon’s team did not 

find any virus on printing and tissue papers after three hours, while infectious 

virus could be found on treated wood and cloth on the second day.

Both the teams published their results in a letter. While Dr. Munster’s team 

published the results on March 17 in The New England Journal of Medicine, Dr. 

Poon’s team published it in The Lancet on April 2.

Much like the NIAID team, the researchers from The University of Hong Kong 

found that the virus could persist longer on smooth surfaces — infectious 

virus could be found on glass and banknotes even on day three, while they 

could find viable, infectious virus on stainless steel and plastic up to day six.

The NIAID team had found that the virus survived the least time — four hours 

— on copper, while they could find virus for relatively longer time on plastic 

(three days) and stainless steel (two days). The virus survived for a day on 
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cardboard.

The most interesting but disturbing finding published by Dr. Poon’s team is 

the presence of infectious virus on the outer layer of the surgical mask even 

on day seven. But the amount of virus found on mask on day seven was only 

0.1% of the original number.

Temperature and pH

The University of Hong Kong researchers also found that at room temperature, 

the virus could survive in a broad range of pH conditions — pH 3-10.

They also studied the ability of different disinfectants to kill the virus. Compared 

with hand soap, no infectious virus could be found five minutes after the 

virus culture was added to various disinfectants. The study thus shows that 

surfaces can be made free of the virus using regular disinfectants.

“The SARS-CoV-2 can be highly stable in a favourable environment but is 

also susceptible to standard disinfection methods,” they write. They also 

caution that method they used to recover virus from different surface that 

were tested does “not necessarily reflect the potential to pick the virus from 

casual contact”.

Coronavirus: two vaccines enter human trials, 60 in pre-
clinical stage
With the genetic information of the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) available 

online, governments across the globe, top private players, academics and 

not-for-profit organisations are working at a breakneck pace to find a COVID-

19 vaccine.

According to the “DRAFT landscape of COVID-19 candidate vaccines” 

released by the World Health Organization (WHO) on April 4, two vaccines 

are currently being tested on humans.

This includes a non-replicating viral vector vaccine developed by CanSino 
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Biological Inc. along with the Beijing Institute of Biotechnology. A non-

replicating vector vaccine can be developed either using a virus that is killed 

or a part of the virus. Since it is not a complete virus, it cannot replicate inside 

the host; but the antigens trigger our immune system to produce antibodies, 

which help fight the disease in case we contract it in the future.

RNA vaccine

According to the Chinese Clinical Trial Registry, men and women between 

the ages of 18 and 60 were recruited and tests are being conducted on 

three groups of 36 participants each. Three dosages are being tested — low, 

medium and high.

The second is a messenger RNA vaccine developed by Moderna and National 

Institute of Allergy and Infectious Diseases. In RNA vaccines, the messenger 

RNA from the pathogen is used. The messenger RNA gets translated into 

antigenic protein recognised by our immune cells and antibodies are produced. 

But mRNA is a highly unstable molecule making it difficult to handle. So 

the mRNA is encapsulated in a small ball of fat or lipid nanoparticle (LNP). 

This LNP acts as a delivery vehicle that helps the mRNA cross the host cell 

membrane and once inside the mRNA is released.

According to the website clinicaltrials.gov, forty-five subjects (18 to 55 years 

of age of both sexes) will be enrolled and divided into three groups. They will 

receive an intramuscular injection on days 1 and 29 in the deltoid muscle.

An analysis published on April 9 in Nature Reviews Drug Discovery by the 

Coalition for Epidemic Preparedness Innovations (CEPI) notes that “the 

global COVID-19 vaccine R&D landscape includes 115 vaccine candidates, 

of which 78 are confirmed as active and 37 are unconfirmed (development 

status cannot be determined from publicly available or proprietary information 

sources).” Along with the two vaccines mentioned by WHO, the list includes 

one vaccine developed by Inovio Pharmaceuticals and two from Shenzhen 

Geno-Immune Medical Institute.
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Vaccines from India

The WHO draft adds that 60 candidate vaccines are in preclinical trials. This 

list contains the DNA plasmid vaccine developed by Gujarat based Zydus 

Cadila and Live Attenuated Virus vaccine developed by the Serum Institute 

of India.

DNA vaccines are made by taking genes from the pathogen and inserting it 

into the host’s body with a vector. The host cells produce the protein of the 

viral gene and this is recognised as a foreign antigenic protein by the host’s 

immune system.

DNA vaccines are comparatively easy to make, transport, store and are 

cheaper. Live attenuated virus vaccine is created by reducing the virulence 

of a pathogen or weakening it, but still keeping it alive.

Study indicates sex-specific differences in immune system
A study led by researchers from Australia finds crucial differences in the way 

the immune system acting in the body fat of male and female mice operates. 

Studying the visceral adipose tissue (VAT) in the mice, they find key differences. 

Visceral adipose tissue is fat tissue that is found in the abdominal region, 

surrounding various organs. This includes perigonadal VAT which surrounds 

the ovaries in females and testes in males, which is what the researchers 

studied.

Controlling immune response

The perigonadal VAT taken from male mice had many more regulatory T cells 

(Treg) than that of female mice. These cells play a role in controlling immune 

response to the self and external cells, thereby protecting the body from 

autoimmune diseases such as rheumatoid arthritis or lupus. The Treg cells in 

the male VAT also showed a distinct phenotype, functional parameters and 

gene expression pattern compared to Treg cells in female VAT. “We found 
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elevated expression of inflammatory genes in male VAT. A special population 

of stromal cells that made the cytokine IL-33 was exclusive to male VAT,” 

says Ajith Vasanthakumar, from Department of Microbiology and Immunology, 

Peter Doherty Institute for Infection and Immunity, University of Melbourne, 

Australia. He is the first author of the paper published in Nature. “Historically, 

visceral adipose tissue was simply regarded as an energy storage [organ]. 

Many studies, however, have highlighted its endocrine function. Visceral 

adipose tissue has an endocrine function, meaning it secretes adipokines 

and hormones that play key roles in energy balance and metabolism,” says 

Dr. Vasanthakumar.

It is known that men (in a similar manner to male mice) are more susceptible to 

metabolic diseases such as type 2 diabetes. “This is linked to higher adipose 

tissue inflammation in men compared to women, again similar to mice,” says 

Dr Vasanthakumar. “Finally, we have previously shown that human adipose 

tissue (omental) harbours Treg cells of a phenotype similar to the one found 

in mice.” Thus, it is likely that the difference in Treg cell distribution seen in the 

visceral adipose tissue of male and female mice would hold true in humans.

The study has implications for the way trials are conducted with animal 

models when carrying out research on diseases. For instance when studying 

metabolic disease, mostly male mice are used. This study implies that findings 

of such a test will not hold equally good for males and females.

“Until the recent past, for clinical trials mostly men were recruited although 

it is clear that disease susceptibility and response to drugs are different,” he 

says. “In this context tailoring drugs to gender is a possibility in the future. 

We will continue to explore the role of sex hormones in metabolism and other 

inflammatory and autoimmune diseases.”
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U.S. announces visa sanctions on nations refusing to accept 
citizens
President Donald Trump has ordered the relevant departments of his 

administration to impose visa sanctions on countries that do not accept their 

citizens who are currently in the U.S., if the U.S. seeks to repatriate them to 

their home countries.

The order is motivated by the COVID-19 pandemic, according to a 

memorandum issued by the White House   night.

“Countries that deny or unreasonably delay the acceptance of their citizens, 

subjects, nationals, or residents from the United States during the ongoing 

pandemic caused by SARS-CoV-2 create unacceptable public health risks 

for Americans. The United States must be able to effectuate the repatriation 

of foreign nationals who violate the laws of the United States,” the order 

says.

Scope of the order

As it is worded, the scope of the order is unclear. While the clause above says 

it is motivated by the U.S. wanting to repatriate foreigners violating U.S. laws, 

there is another clause that says the sanctions process could be initiated if 

a foreign country delays accepting its nationals and such an action hampers 

the U.S.’s response to the ongoing pandemic.

The Secretary of Homeland Security shall inform the Secretary of State, “… 

if any government of a foreign country denies or unreasonably delays the 

acceptance of aliens who are citizens, subjects, nationals, or residents of that 

country after being asked to accept those aliens, and if such denial or delay 

is impeding operations of the Department of Homeland Security necessary to 

respond to the ongoing pandemic caused by SARS-CoV-2.”

Within seven days of receiving such a notice from the Department of Homeland 

Security, the Secretary of State is required to initiate a plan to impose visa 
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sanctions.

Sanctions shall end when the Secretary of Homeland Security certifies that 

the host countries are accepting their nationals.

The memorandum expires on December 31 this year unless extended.

Taiwan, WHO clash over ‘early warning’ claim
Taiwan   released the text of its December 31 communication with the World 

Health Organization (WHO) that has been at the centre of a controversy 

about the first warnings of the COVID-19 outbreak.

Both Taiwan and the U.S. had accused the WHO of ignoring a December 31 

warning of “human-to-human transmissions” from what was then an unknown 

pneumonia.

Taiwan’s Health Minister Chen Shih-chung quoted the text of the December 

31 email, which read: “News resources today indicate that at least seven 

atypical pneumonia cases were reported in Wuhan, China. Their health 

authorities replied to the media that the cases were believed not to be 

SARS, however, the samples are still under examination, and cases have 

been isolated for treatment. I would greatly appreciate if you have relevant 

information to share with us.”

The email did not mention human-to-human transmissions, but Taiwan’s 

Foreign Ministry, in a tweet, said, “treated in isolation means human-to-

human transmission”.

Alert to WHO on Jan. 5

The communication did not, however, carry additional information beyond 

what the WHO had been informed by Wuhan authorities. The WHO said on 

January 5 that its country office in China was on December 31 “informed of 

cases of pneumonia of unknown etiology (unknown cause)” and “national 

authorities report that all patients are isolated and receiving treatment in 
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Wuhan medical institutions.” “Based on the preliminary information from 

the Chinese investigation team,” the WHO concluded then, “no evidence 

of significant human-to-human transmission and no healthcare worker 

infections have been reported”.

Beyond the early warning controversy, the WHO has faced broader criticism 

for some of its early actions as the outbreak was spreading. On January 14, 

the WHO repeated that investigations had found no evidence of human-to-

human transmissions based on information provided to them by China. It 

would later, however, emerge that Wuhan authorities had not disclosed to 

the WHO that medical workers had, by late December, been reported as 

being infected in some Wuhan hospitals.

Until mid-January, Wuhan authorities publicly announced there was no 

human-to-human transmission. Wuhan was locked down on January 23. 

By that time, an estimated five million people had left ahead of an annual 

holiday.

Taiwan is not a member of the WHO as China has opposed its entry into 

international bodies. Taiwan was the first to begin screening passengers 

from Wuhan, starting December 31.

WHO lauds India’s “tough and timely” actions against 
coronavirus
The World Health Organization   lauded India’s tough actions against the 

spread of COVID-19. “A six-week lockdown to facilitate effective physical 

distancing, coupled with the expansion of core public health measures such 

as detection, isolation and tracing contact of coronavirus positive people, 

would go a long way in arresting the virus spread,” said WHO’s Southeast 

Asia regional director Poonam Khetrapal Singh.
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Trump under fire for attacking WHO
Global efforts to join forces against the COVID-19 pandemic faltered   after 

U.S. President Donald Trump froze funding for the World Health Organization, 

igniting a chorus of criticism from world leaders who urged solidarity in the 

face of a crippling economic crisis.

Mr. Trump’s shock move came as a patchwork of countries experiment with 

loosening lockdown measures, ushering the planet into a new and uncertain 

phase of a pandemic that has killed more than 1,25,000 people worldwide 

and infected at least two million.

In Europe, Denmark became the first country on the badly-hit continent to 

start reopening schools, while Finland lifted a travel blockade on the Helsinki 

region.

Italy and Spain have also allowed some businesses to restart after signs 

both are finally flattening the curve.

But as governments launch into delicate debates of how to jump-start 

economies without triggering new waves of infection, Mr. Trump rattled efforts 

at global solidarity by ramping up his blame-game with the WHO and halting 

funds to the agency.

Fired back

Leaders around the globe fired back at the U.S. President, who initially 

downplayed the dangers of a virus that has now killed more people in the 

U.S. than any other country.

“There is no time to waste,” WHO chief Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said 

on Twitter following Mr. Trump’s decision, adding that the organisation’s 

“singular focus is on working to serve all people to save lives and stop the 

COVID-19 pandemic”.

Mr. Trump also earned a rebuke from UN chief Antonio Guterres and 

billionaire Bill Gates, who tweeted that cutting funding was “as dangerous as 

it sounds”.
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Beijing, who has been the focus of Mr. Trump’s finger-pointing for weeks, 

warned the move would “undermine the international cooperation” at a “critical 

moment” in the pandemic.

The European Union’s foreign policy leader Josep Borrell was similarly 

disapproving of a move he said lacked any justification, while African Union 

chief Moussa Faki Mahamat condemned Mr. Trump’s decision as “deeply 

regrettable”.

The controversy erupted as the world is trying to soften the blow of a looming 

economic catastrophe, which the International Monetary Fund has said could 

see $9 trillion wiped from the global economy in the worst downturn since the 

1930s Great Depression.

Underlining the point, Europe’s powerhouse Germany has been in recession 

since March, the government said Wednesday.

Economy contracts

The virus-hit Chinese economy probably contracted for the first time in around 

three decades in the first quarter, according to an AFP poll of economists.

With tentative hope the pandemic could be past its peak in some European 

hotspots, countries are gradually lifting restrictions – to mixed reception.

Children started returning to nurseries, kindergartens and primary schools 

in parts of Denmark, where other measures, such as the closing of borders, 

bars, restaurants remained in place.

Finland’s PM Sanna Marin also lifted a travel ban in the Helsinki region even 

as she urged residents to continue avoiding movement, saying “now is not 

the right time to go to the summer cottage”.

Italy is allowing bookshops, launderettes, stationers and children’s clothing 

retailers to reopen.

And Spain, which saw another dip in its daily death toll, has permitted work 

to start some factories and construction sites, though most people remain 
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under strict stay-at-home measures.

Trump pushes for reopening economy
U.S. President Donald Trump plans to announce new guidelines to reopen 

the economy after a monthlong shutdown over the coronavirus outbreak, 

despite concerns from health experts, Governors and business leaders about 

resurgence in cases without more testing and protocols in place.

Mr. Trump announced his decision to push States to lift stay-at-home and 

other restrictions that were imposed last month to halt the spread of the highly 

contagious disease as the number of deaths in the U.S. approached 31,000   

— more than any other nation.

States’ orders have also crushed the nation’s economy to levels not seen 

since the Great Depression nearly a century ago as a record more than 20 

million Americans have sought unemployment benefits amid shuttered stores 

and restaurants, including another 5.2 million who filed for aid in the past 

week, pushing the U.S. unemployment rate to 8.2%.

The Republican President is scheduled to hold a call with the nation’s 

Governors at 3 p.m. local time and said he would announce his plan at a 

news conference later  .

Thursday’s unemployment data comes on the heels of retail data one day 

earlier showing a record drop in sales and the lowest factory output since the 

end of Second World War, further pressuring Mr. Trump, who had staked his 

reelection in November on the strength of the U.S. economy.

Mr. Trump said data suggested new cases have peaked and that industry 

leaders in a round of calls offered him good insights into how to safely restart 

the economy. But the head of a major union warned the President not to 

reopen unless worker safety can be ensured, and chief executives from some 

of the biggest firms told Mr. Trump more testing was needed to guarantee 
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safety, according to media reports.

Strong place

“We’re in a strong place, and I can assure you that the guidance being put 

out today is in line with what the experts are saying, it’s in line with what the 

data is showing and it’s a plan to put this economy back on track,” White 

House press secretary Kayleigh McEnany told Fox News  .

More than 6,35,000 total U.S. cases have been reported across all 50 States. 

But not all States have been struck equally, as New York and others have 

been hit particularly hard. Even within States disparities are being seen in 

more urban and poorer areas.

That divide has inflamed political divisions as political leaders debate how 

and when to begin unwinding unprecedented lockdowns and prompting 

protests organised by conservative and pro-Trump groups against some 

State leaders who opted to keep residents at home.

States, meanwhile, are seeking $500 billion more in e fiscal relief from 

Congress.

China says no plans to limit export of anti-virus supplies
China will not restrict exports of medical goods needed to fight the COVID-19 

pandemic, a government spokesman said, amid global tension over scarce 

masks and ventilators.

China, the biggest maker of surgical masks and other products, announced 

last week it would start inspecting exports to make sure they meet quality 

standards following Western complaints some test kits and other products 

were faulty.

“China has not and will not restrict the export of epidemic prevention 

materials,” said a Commerce Ministry spokesman, Gao Feng.

The government hasn’t responded to questions about whether inspections 
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might increase the time required to fill foreign orders, but Mr. Gao said Beijing 

has taken steps to “speed up customs clearance” while “ensuring the export 

quality of epidemic prevention materials.”

U.S. President Donald Trump said this month he would try to block 

manufacturing giant 3M Co. from exporting N95 masks. 3M warned other 

governments might retaliate and said later an agreement was reached to 

allow foreign sales.

The Chinese customs agency said last week it would start treating masks, 

ventilators, surgical gowns, goggles and other supplies as medical goods.

That requires exporters to submit proof that their products are approved 

by regulators in destination countries. The government said goods will be 

inspected to confirm they meet quality standards.

South Korea’s ruling party scores a landslide victory
South Korea’s left-leaning ruling party won a landslide election victory, results 

showed  , after the pandemic turned the political tide in President Moon Jae-

in’s favour.

His Democratic party secured the largest absolute majority in the National 

Assembly since the advent of democracy in 1987, on a turnout of 66.2% 

— the highest at a parliamentary election for 28 years.

Just a few months ago Mr. Moon was threatened by scandals over power 

abuse and sluggish economic growth, while critics called his dovish approach 

towards North Korea unrealistic.

But the South’s relatively quick and effective handling of the epidemic — it 

has also exported test kits to at least 20 countries — was a boon for Mr. 

Moon and his party ahead of the polls, largely seen as a referendum on his 

https://www.thehindu.com/todays-paper/tp-international/south-koreas-ruling-party-scores-a-landslide-victory/article31361010.ece
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performance.

China’s economy in worst downturn since 1960s
China faces a drawn-out struggle to revive an economy that suffered its 

biggest contraction since possibly the mid-1960s after millions of people 

were told to stay home to fight the virus.

The world’s second-largest economy shrank by 6.8% from a year earlier in 

the quarter ending in March after factories, offices and shopping malls were 

closed to contain the outbreak, official data showed. Consumer spending, 

which supplied 80% of last year’s growth, and factory activity were weaker 

than expected.

China, where the COVID-19 pandemic began in December, is the first major 

economy to start to recover after the ruling Communist Party declared the 

virus under control. Factories were allowed to reopen last month, but cinemas 

and other businesses that employ millions of people still are closed. There are 

signs that after an “initial bounce” “the recovery in activity has since slowed to 

a crawl,” said Julian Evans-Pritchard of Capital Economics in a report. “China 

is in for a drawn-out recovery.”

The last contraction this big was 5.8% in 1967 during the upheavals of the 

ultra-radical 1965-75 Cultural Revolution, according to Iris Pang of ING. 

Forecasters earlier said China might rebound as early as this month. But 

they say a sharp, “V-shaped” recovery looks increasingly unlikely as negative 

export, retail sales and other data pile up. Instead, they expect a gradual 

crawl back to growth in low single digits in the coming quarters. For the full 

year, forecasters, including UBS, Nomura and Oxford Economics, expect 

little to no growth.

In total, China has reported 4,632 deaths after the total for Wuhan, the 

city at the centre of the outbreak, was revised upward  . The mainland has 
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announced 82,367 cases.

Possible job losses

Retail sales fell 19% from a year earlier in the first quarter. That improved in 

March, the final month of the quarter, to a decline of 15.8%. But consumers, 

jittery about possible job losses, are reluctant to spend despite government 

efforts to lure them back to shopping malls and auto showrooms.

That is a blow to automakers and other companies that hope China will 

power the world economy out of its most painful slump since the 1930s. That 

is a political challenge for the ruling party, which bases its claim to power on 

China’s economic success. The party appealed to companies to keep paying 

employees and avoid layoffs during the shutdown. But an unknown number 

has failed, adding to public anxiety.

The economy already was squeezed by a tariff war with President Donald 

Trump over Beijing’s technology ambitions and trade surplus. Last year’s 

growth sank to a multi-decade low of 6.1%.

Exports fell 6.6% in March from a year earlier, an improvement over the 

double-digit plunge in January and February. But forecasters say demand is 

bound to slump in America and Europe as anti-virus controls keep shoppers 

at home.

‘Food supply chain disruption a concern’
Disruptions in domestic food supply chains are a pressing issue as the 

COVID-19 pandemic unfolds, World Bank President David Malpass told 

reporters on a tele-briefing.

Labour shortages are impacting logistics and loss of jobs and income has 

impacted people’s ability to afford food, he said.

“So we have a double problem of both the supply and the demand sides 

being disrupted in such a critical area as food and agricultural supply chains,” 
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Mr. Malpass said, making specific references to the situation in parts of Africa 

in this context.

The Bank would have pandemic-related programmes in 100 countries by the 

end of April, Mr. Malpass said, with $160 billion of financing over the next 15 

months, $50 billion of which will be on grant and highly concessional terms. 

India had received a $1 billion health sector emergency loan from the World 

Bank earlier in April.

Major recession

“We’re expecting a major global recession — our estimates suggest a much 

deeper downturn than the Great Recession [2007-09],” he said. The World 

Bank had recently projected a 1.5%-2.8% growth rate in this fiscal year.

Earlier in the day, as per his prepared remarks to the Bank and the International 

Monetary Fund’s shareholders at the Development Committee, Mr. Malpass 

had pointed to the “huge” capital outflow from developing countries in the 

COVID-19 context and suggested steps to improve debt transparency and 

investment quality that, Mr. Malpass said, were critical to reversing these 

capital flows.

No free ride

Mr. Malpass also told the Development Committee that commercial creditors 

of governments should not “free ride” and need to help sovereign debt 

reduction efforts.

He expected governments that are part of the International Development 

Association (a group of 76 of the poorest World Bank Group member countries 

— India is not a member) to get credit on similar terms from commercial 

creditors, he said.

Bilateral loans

Days ago, the G20 group of countries agreed to freeze bilateral loan 

repayments from 76 countries that are eligible for IDA assistance.

In response to a question on countries restricting export of medical supplies, 
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Mr. Malpass said he hoped countries would not use the crisis to close or 

block markets and suggested a barter system.

“We should allow markets to function, markets to clear, and the supplies to 

go to those most in need.”

France weighs its love of liberty as it fights against 
coronavirus
As France sought clues last month on how to tame the coronavirus, experts 

looked at one tool that has been central to the strategy of some Asian nations 

— digital tracking. Citing threats to “individual liberties”, the powerful Interior 

Minister dismissed it as alien to “French culture”.

But three weeks — and a tenfold spike in deaths — later, French culture 

could be changing, along with those of other Western democracies as they 

struggle to adjust the balance between personal privacy and the public good 

while attempting to reopen their societies and economies without setting off 

another wave of infections.

In Italy, politicians have proposed blood tests to detect antibodies to the virus 

before licensing people to leave their lockdowns. President Donald Trump 

may push for hiring hundreds of people to perform contact tracing as part of 

his effort to allow Americans to go back to work and school.

And in France, as President Emmanuel Macron extended a nationwide 

lockdown by at least another month this week, he said his government was 

considering using a smartphone tracking app that would inform people if they 

have come in contact with an infected person.

Such steps are particularly fraught in Europe, the continent with the world’s 

toughest online privacy rules.

Wary of the intrusions

The fight against fascism and communism in the 20th century left societies 
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wary of the intrusions of authoritarian power. That is true from Eastern Europe, 

through Germany and Italy. France, where the nation’s values sprung from 

revolution against monarchy, is particularly attached to notions of individual 

rights.

“It has to do with French history and a sensitivity to freedom that is inherent 

to French culture,” said Cédric O, who is spearheading the development of 

the app as France’s junior Minister in charge of digital affairs.

Even so, recent experience in Asia shows that comprehensive tracing of 

infection chains, along with aggressive testing, has proved critical to fighting 

the COVID-19 pandemic, which is calling into question a host of Western 

assumptions, whether the use of digital tracking or the wearing of face 

masks. As the country, like others, struggles to find a way out of a lockdown 

that is now entering its second month and has kept a population of 67 million 

confined to their homes and paralysed its economy, options that once seemed 

unfathomable have steadily become more palatable.

“We gave up an absolutely fundamental freedom, that of movement, while 

most of the Asian countries chose instead to be much more coercive on the 

individuals,” said Gilles Babinet, vice president of the French Digital Council, 

a commission that advises the French government.

Mr. Babinet said there was more to learn from Asian democracies, like South 

Korea, whose use of intrusive digital tracking has helped it avoid imposing 

the kind of strict lockdowns experienced in Europe. “You must have a device 

that is both coercive to those infected and as gentle as possible to the others,” 

Mr. Babinet said.

Trump to suspend immigration to U.S.
U.S. President Donald Trump has said he will temporarily suspend immigration 

in order to protect Americans’ jobs.
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“In light of the attack from the Invisible Enemy, as well as the need to protect 

the jobs of our GREAT American Citizens, I will be signing an Executive Order 

to temporarily suspend immigration into the United States!” he said   evening 

(Washington time), in a reference to the COVID-19 pandemic.

Tightening visa policies

While Mr. Trump did not clarify the scope — in terms of visa categories or time 

— of this planned order, it will likely temporarily stop new green cards and 

work visas, as per several reports.

The order is in line with the tightening of visa policies that the administration 

has undertaken over the years, backed by immigration hawks such as Mr. 

Trump’s adviser Stephen Miller.

The State Department issued 4,62,422 immigrant visas in the 2019 fiscal year 

— down from just over 6,17,752 in 2015, while U.S. Citizens and Immigration 

Services granted permanent residence to nearly 5,77,000 individuals.

Monday night’s tweet on immigration could also be Mr. Trump’s way of trying 

to push States to open up, after weeks of lockdown, a Washington DC source 

who works in the economic policy area told The Hindu .

With more than 22 million Americans seeking unemployment benefits over 

the last month, and with a general election looming, Mr. Trump has been 

keen on opening up the U.S. economy — battling with some Governors to 

open up States. Last week, Mr. Trump issued an advisory telling States they 

could open by May 1 or before. Some States such as Tennessee, Georgia 

and South Carolina — all headed by Republican Governors — are planning 

to ease restrictions.

Call for easing curbs

On Twitter last week, Mr. Trump called for Michigan, Minnesota and Virginia 

— States with Democrat Governors — to be “liberated”. Earlier, the President 

had claimed he had the power to “open up” States and conservative groups 

have backed protests against “stay at home” orders across States.
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National Security Adviser Robert O’Brien   cast the President’s announcement 

as a move to protect the American people’s health. Mr. O’Brien said the 

temporary halt to immigration would not be “dissimilar” to limits on travel to 

the U.S. from China that Mr. Trump put in place in January.

“We’re trying to do everything, the President’s trying to do everything he can 

to put the health of the American people first during this crisis,” Mr. O’Brien 

told Fox News.

“So this is one step. It’s not dissimilar to the restrictions on travel from China 

that he implemented back on January 29 at the very outset of this public 

health crisis.”

Asked about Mr. Trump’s reference to jobs, Mr. O’Brien referenced the virus’ 

economic toll. “There’s been an economic cost here, too, and the President’s 

looking out for Americans on both fronts at every turn,” he said.

Mr. Trump has issued a number of immigration-related executive orders before 

after the pandemic began — such as allowing the immediate deportation of 

migrants without valid papers and the potential sanctioning of countries that 

do not accept their citizens back from the U.S. Like those, his temporary 

immigration suspension order will likely be challenged in court.

China seeks to ease travel curbs to stabilise economy
China has reached an agreement with South Korea to set up a “fast track” 

procedure for businesspeople to travel between the countries as Beijing 

looks to ease an entry ban on foreigners imposed to curb the spread of the 

COVID-19.

With the deadly disease spreading globally, China last month blocked almost 

all foreigners from entering as authorities fretted over cases being imported 

from abroad.

Beijing is also in talks with other countries, including Singapore, to set up a 
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similar channel to stabilise economic cooperation and ensure supply chains 

run smoothly, Foreign Ministry spokesman Geng Shuang told a press briefing 

Tuesday.

The novel coronavirus(SARS-CoV-2), first discovered in the central Chinese 

city of Wuhan in December, has since spread like wildfire and killed more 

than 1,67,000 people worldwide with cases reported in over 190 countries.

But there are signs that China is looking to relax some of its controls as 

the measures used to curb the pandemic place a huge economic strain on 

nations worldwide.

Ensuring supply

“China is in talks with relevant countries to set up fast-track channels allowing... 

business and technical personnel to travel,” Mr. Geng told reporters.

“The purpose is to stabilise important economic and trade cooperation... and 

to ensure the safe and smooth operation of international industrial and supply 

chains,” he added.

Beijing has reached a consensus with Seoul on the fast-track channel and 

both sides are working to implement the plan, he said.

China and Singapore have also discussed personnel exchanges via video 

conference, he said. Mr. Geng, however, declined to elaborate on which other 

countries authorities were negotiating with.

The Asian giant has tightened controls on returning travellers and drastically 

cut international flight routes after largely bringing its virus outbreak under 

control.

‘South Asia needs a humanitarian response to the COVID-19 
pandemic’
Well before the COVID-19 crisis hit us, you have been an advocate of greater 

regional cooperation. How can it help at such a time?
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You see, this is a good time for a regional cooperation programme. This is a 

global pandemic without a global leadership. Maybe the region can’t provide 

leadership for all. But the first virtual meeting of SAARC leaders was good, 

looking at the background and the problems that are there. We must treat this 

as a humanitarian issue and come up with a regional response. Maybe one 

or two countries, for instance, India and one other, could put up a proposal, 

which then can be looked at by others, and possibly amended. Let us all work 

together. We [Sri Lanka], for instance have a good public health system. So 

has Kerala. We can work together on that.

Countries in the region have each pledged money towards the recently set-

up SAARC COVID-19 Emergency Fund. But each country is administering 

its funds based on requests made bilaterally, rather than through a common 

pool...

There has to be a common centre. The SAARC Secretariat and someone 

who is in-charge. The Secretariat itself has limited staff, so you must have 

someone in-charge of it. I think it may be better if they are placed somewhere 

more centrally, working with relevant medical authorities.

What do you mean by centrally located?

I don’t know if it can be handled from Kathmandu alone. If you can, well and 

good. But you may need another city. It can be Bengaluru, Colombo, any 

city.

But you see a greater role for the Secretariat too?

Yes, the Secretariat works with the one in-charge. One person overall, who 

has everyone’s confidence, should deal with it. In regard to the Secretariat, 

the advantage is that the ambassadors accredited to SAARC are there. That 

is the plus point of Kathmandu.

We are seeing some tensions in the SAARC COVID-19 response, with 

Pakistan saying the SAARC Secretariat should handle the funds.
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You need someone in-charge there. I’m not saying it is not the Secretariat. But 

India has a leading role. Pakistan can’t match India’s funding. Let Pakistan 

make a proposal and one another country should get together. Someone 

should make a proposal and give it to the Secretary General who will talk 

with the others, and then we finalise it.

It is not India-led, the effort is SAARC-led, but let India give the input. 

Similarly, let Pakistan, Bangladesh give theirs. Let the Secretariat put it 

together. We have to look at issues pertaining not only to health, but also to 

our economies.

The World Bank’s Chief Economist for South Asia recently told The Hindu that 

managing migrant returns, service sector revenue losses and ensuring food 

security for the poorest will emerge key priorities for the region. 

Do you agree?

Well, there’s one more. Keeping enterprises going big or small — if they 

collapse, the whole formal sector goes. It’s the total economic activity that is 

at stake, other than production of safety [PPE] suits, gloves and medicines. I 

think SAARC can also develop a standby industrial base on this.

How so?

We could start companies to start manufacturing. Of course, when they start 

their prices may not be that competitive, but we decide on it and everyone 

buys from one or two companies earmarked for it.

Job creation will also be a major challenge, isn’t it? Especially since migrant 

workers from the region, who were working in West Asia, are returning and 

may not go back.

We have to work this out. Remember tourism is big in the Maldives, Sri Lanka, 

parts of India, Nepal. How do you manage that? I would look at some of the 

climate change issues, and also modernising agriculture. We have got to 

create jobs. You have to have helicopter money. The thing is the problem we 
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have with our debts and the amount we owe to the international sovereign 

bonds. So, it is more a question of dealing with the London Club than the 

Paris Club, but I think a common approach would help us.

For Sri Lanka, while the bilateral debts are perhaps negotiable, the terms of 

the sovereign bonds are ruthless, aren’t they?

That’s a big one, yes. That is why you can’t do anything on the rupee debt. 

We’ll have inflation. That is one thing we can work on as a unit.

More broadly, do you also see a potential shift in the region towards 

expansionary fiscal policy, a basic income? We see that talk picking up 

globally.

You have to. You have to move away from some of those [past policies]. If 

you look at the IMF reports, they say it is bad this year, it might pick up next 

year. I don’t know, if we don’t find a remedy quickly, next year is also going 

to be bad. We should plan for two years.

When you say move away from some established policies, what do you 

mean?

You have to look at some sectors that you are going to pump in money into. 

We have focused on inflation, but inflation is really down. Then, the question 

of raising money — commercially and otherwise, how much can the London 

Club give us? That is really the big issue for all of us. And the fact that for 

India and Pakistan, it is a big amount, maybe a few billion dollars. So it is 

better to go as a team and take it on.

Speaking of the pressures of the international money market, do you 

think it’s time to rethink the prevailing economic model?

Well, the free markets have to flow. But some of the countries that are doing 

well [in their COVID-19 response] have a more social market economy.

How do you think COVID-19 will impact the global order? China and the 

U.S., two powerful countries, have been hit so badly.
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Europe is going to get the worst of it. And what will the U.K. do? They’ve 

lost a market, and in this situation, you can’t gain a market in a hurry. What 

President Trump is trying to do is to keep the economy going so he won’t 

be second-guessed by China. But China actually had a lockdown and they 

are now re-starting. The problem for China, like all of us in different ways, is 

that the markets are in the western world. Until the western world picks up, 

we have to move towards other markets also. I think India should reconsider 

coming into the RCEP [The Regional Comprehensive Economic Partnership], 

even at a later stage.

‘China may have known of virus in Nov.’

U.S. Secretary of State Mike Pompeo charged   that China may have known 

of the novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) as early as November, renewing 

accusations that Beijing has not been transparent and again drawing ire from 

China.

“You’ll recall that the first cases of this were known by the Chinese government 

maybe as early as November, but certainly by mid-December,” Mr. Pompeo 

said.

“They were slow to identify this for anyone in the world, including the World 

Health Organization,” he told conservative radio host Larry O’Connor.

Mr. Pompeo said the U.S. still wanted more information from China, including 

the original sample of the SARS-CoV-2 virus detected in the metropolis of 

Wuhan.

“This issue of transparency is important not only as a historical matter to 

understand what happened back in November and December and January, 

but it’s important even today,” he said. “This is still impacting lots of lives here 

in the U.S. and, frankly, around the world.”

China hit back, saying Mr. Pompeo’s remarks were “totally groundless and 

entirely for the purpose of blaming others”.

Mr. Pompeo’s comments ran “counter to the general consensus of the global 
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community”, Foreign Ministry spokesman Geng Shuang said at a daily press 

briefing, adding that China had “provided timely information to the world”.

China initially closely guarded information of the virus and silenced 

whistleblowers. The first official acknowledgment of what became a global 

pandemic came on December 31 .

Critics say that Mr. Trump is seeking to deflect from his own handling of the 

crisis, which he claimed to have “totally under control” in January but has 

since killed more than 50,000 people in the U.S. — more than any other 

country.

Tech-challenged Japanese struggle to work from home

When the Japanese government declared an emergency to curb the spread 

of the coronavirus earlier this month and asked people to work from home, 

crowds rushed to electronics stores.

So much for social distancing.

Many Japanese lack the basic tools needed to work from home. Contrary 

to the ultramodern image of Japan Inc. with its robots, design finesse and 

gadgetry galore, in many respects the country is technologically challenged. 

But the bigger obstacle is Japanese corporate culture, experts say. Offices 

still often rely on faxes instead of email. Many homes lack high-speed Internet 

connections, and documents often must be stamped in-person with carved 

seals called “hanko,” which serve as signatures. So many Japanese really 

cannot work remotely, at least not all the time.

A survey by YouGov, a British market researcher, found only 18% of those 

recently surveyed were able to avoid commuting to school or work, even 

though a relatively high 80% of people in Japan are afraid of catching the 

virus.

No clearly defined job

One factor, says Yuri Tazawa, a pioneer in Japan of “teleworking,” or working 
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from home, is that Japanese workers often do not have clearly defined 

jobs like Americans do, so companies expect their staff to be in constant 

communication with each other, working as teams.

Ms. Tazawa is offering an online crash course on how to immediately start 

working from home, using just mobile phones, if a personal computer is not 

available. She calls the approach a “hypothetical cloud office.” Unlike regular 

Zoom meetings, in which workers check in and out for discussions, she is 

proposing using Zoom for just voice connections, keeping it on throughout 

the work day so that employees can feel as if they’re in the same room.

Some of Japan’s biggest companies, like Toyota Motor Corp. and Sony Corp., 

already have announced work-from-home policies. The main problem is with 

the small and medium-sized businesses which make up about 70% of the 

economy.

Nicholas Benes, a corporate governance expert who has been offering a free 

webinar on teleworking, said interest was surprisingly low.

A lack of up-to-date IT systems means Japan lags in nurturing flexible work 

practices, office rules, management methods and even attitudes toward 

remote work. It’s one factor contributing to relatively low labour productivity. 

“Telework requires that manager’s trust and delegate much more decision-

making to employees because it takes too much time in email or Skype 

to check with the boss,” said Mr. Benes. Japanese companies still rely on 

nuances of face-to-face interaction, or being able to “smell the air,” or “read 

the air,” Mr. Benes said.

Fax is sacred

And then, there’s the fax machine.

A third of Japanese households have faxes, according to a government 

study. Many respectable institutions shun emails and insist on receiving 

documentation by fax only.

Futoshi Takami, a “salaryman,” as Japanese workers are called, says he had 
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to work from the office until mid-April, when he was finally told he could work 

from home. But so far, he’s gotten few directions about what he’s supposed 

to be doing. He might soon be assigned to take some online classes, he 

said.

Pandemic is China’s biggest crisis since Tiananmen, says 
academic
China’s response to COVID-19 has shown both the weaknesses and 

strengths of its system, says Richard McGregor, Senior Fellow at the Lowy 

Institute and author of The Party: The Secret World of China’s Communist 

Rulers, adding that the Communist Party is fighting battles on many fronts 

both at home and abroad.

Is the pandemic the Party’s biggest challenge since Tiananmen and 1989?

Every challenge looks like the biggest crisis, but I would say the answer is 

yes. The global financial crisis in 2008 was a big challenge. They got through 

that through a massive stimulus programme. This time is a little bit different. 

We’ve not only got what is going to be an extended economic downturn, 

plus a global political fight over the origins of the virus, and responsibility and 

accountability for it. They are fighting on a number of fronts.

China’s recovery has been portrayed at home as a vindication of its 

political system. Has this narrative been successful?

Can you imagine even a month ago that China would be heralding its handling 

of this crisis as a vindication for their system? We should say, of course, that 

in some respects, that sort of propaganda is as much directed internally as 

it is externally. But I think this really shows the deep weaknesses and also 

some of the strengths of their system.

There was certainly a cover-up at some levels. There was a bureaucratic 

mess, fighting between the localities and the centre. In other words, a lack 
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of openness, lack of transparency, endemic bureaucratic problems, and a 

fear of offending and reporting to the centre. Once China started to take it 

seriously, we did see a quite remarkable demonstration of the power of the 

party-state, when you think what they managed to do in a short period of 

time. I don’t believe every Chinese figure to the tee, but there’s no doubt that 

we’ve got rapidly declining infections and large parts of the country getting 

back to normal. We saw the good side and the bad side of the system.

Will China emerge from this stronger or in a worse-off position 

globally?

It’s really hard to say. In many Western countries, China is going to be in a 

worse off position. The U.S.-China relationship continues to break down at 

a rapid pace. China’s relations with a lot of European countries — France, 

Germany, Britain — has been strained by this. It’s also going to depend on what 

happens in the U.S. with Trump in the [presidential] election, and whether the 

U.S. economy and political system can right itself. That’s another unknown. 

It’s also going to depend on countries surrounding China immediately, like 

Japan, South Korea, and of course, India.

But without some sort of open accounting of what happened in Wuhan, 

which China is resisting, it’s hard to see how they come out of this with their 

reputation enhanced.

Scholar Wang Jisi recently said China-U.S. decoupling is now 

irreversible. Would you agree?

I’m not so sure. Political decoupling might be; economic decoupling or trade 

decoupling is another matter because the two countries and global systems 

generally are so enmeshed. It’s very difficult to unwind them. There’s going 

to be a lot of countries hedging their bets with China. But you know, China’s 

logistical strengths, its industrial clusters, its ports, its railways, in other 

words, the ability to trade and do business, are immensely powerful. So I’m 

a bit cautious to overstate that at the moment.
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India has amended FDI policy to tighten scrutiny of Chinese investments. 

Is this broader backlash temporary or long-lasting?

I think it’s more long-lasting... The boom in outward Chinese FDI, which we 

saw in 2015-16 — that’s over for the moment. It might not matter as much to 

China as it did a few years ago because China itself is advanced far along 

up the industrial chain. But yes, I think this is now a permanent feature of the 

landscape.

Trump’s bleach statements echo claims by pseudo-
scientists
President Donald Trump’s public statements about using disinfectants 

to potentially treat the coronavirus have put him in the company of 

pseudoscientists and purveyors of phony elixirs who promote and sell 

industrial bleach as a “miracle cure” for autism, malaria and a long list of 

medical conditions.

The President’s comments, at a White House briefing last week, have already 

prompted widespread incredulity, warnings from health experts and a spike 

in calls to poison control centres around the country. The makers of Clorox 

and Lysol urged Americans not to inject or ingest their products.

But some scientists fear Mr. Trump’s remarks could breathe life into a fringe 

movement that embraces the medicinal powers of a powerful industrial 

bleach known as chlorine dioxide. Among its adherents are Alan Keyes, the 

conservative activist and former presidential candidate who has promoted a 

chlorine dioxide-based product called Miracle Mineral Solution on his online 

television show.

The impact of Mr. Trump’s words “is going to be huge, especially among 

people who are desperate,” said Myles Power, a British chemist who works 

to debunk quack medical remedies. “My fear is [that] it will cause widespread 
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harm to people who think that drinking bleach can prevent or cure COVID-

19.”

Letters to President

Mark Grenon, the self-described archbishop of a Florida church that sells 

Miracle Mineral Solution as “a wonderful detox that can kill 99% of the 

pathogens in the body,” took credit for Mr. Trump’s comments in a Facebook 

post  . In an online radio show earlier this month, he said he and his supporters 

had sent letters to the President about the product he peddles.

The White House did not respond to an email seeking comment after Mr. 

Grenon’s letter was reported by The Guardian last week. A person familiar 

with senior administration officials said they were not familiar with him or his 

letter.

It is unclear what inspired Mr. Trump to suggest disinfectants as a cure for 

COVID-19 — and he did not mention chlorine dioxide or bleach specifically 

in his comments during the White House briefing. But promoters of such 

solutions have seized on his remarks with vigour.

“Do you realise how freaking cheap and easy it would be to mass produce 

chlorine dioxide for 100,000’s of people?” Jordan Sather, a follower of the 

pro-Trump QAnon conspiracy theory, wrote on Twitter. “We could wipe out 

COVID quick!”

Unproven products

In a statement earlier this month, the Food and Drug Administration reiterated 

its warnings about ingesting chlorine dioxide, which it described as “dangerous 

and unapproved”. Chlorine dioxide is widely used in paper processing, by 

water treatment plants and as a disinfectant in hospitals. “We will not stand 

for this, and the FDA remains fully committed to taking strong enforcement 

action against any sellers who place unsuspecting American consumers 

at risk by offering their unproven products to treat serious diseases,” the 

administration’s commissioner, Stephen M. Hahn, said in the statement.
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Mr. Grenon and his son, Jonathan did not respond to interview requests.

Chlorine dioxide has also been embraced by vaccine opponents who say 

the toxic substance treats autism. Emma Dalmayne, a mother of five autistic 

children who maintains a website about the dangers of so-called bleach 

cures, said the treatments have left some children with skin burns, seizures, 

damaged digestive tracts and other injuries. “The harm done to these kids 

has been unconscionable,” she said.

Melissa Eaton, a mother of a child with autism in North Carolina who 

campaigns against phony cures, said she sees overlaps between those 

who embrace chlorine dioxide as a curative, conspiracy theorists like Alex 

Jones, and the strident protesters who have clamoured for loosening social 

distancing measures across the country.

“It’s like a Venn diagram,” she said. “What they all have in common is the 

idea that the government is hiding something from you. These people not 

interested in what scientists, doctors or the media has to say.”

Dr. Alan Levinovitz, a professor at James Madison University who studies 

the relationship between science and religion, said Mr. Trump’s comments 

about disinfectants were in keeping with his previous support for conspiracy 

theorists, agitators against the deep state and his promotion of two antimalarial 

drugs to fight the coronavirus, despite warnings from medical experts about 

their possible dangerous side effects.

“For a lot of people, Trump represents an alternative to pointy-headed 

experts in white lab coats who speak a language we can’t understand,” Dr. 

Levinovitz said.
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‘Indian labourers in GCC countries in dire need of help’
Most Indian migrants in the GCC countries are at the bottom of the pyramid 

in their host countries. With limited to access to healthcare, they are in need 

of urgent assistance, migration studies experts S. Irudaya Rajan and Ginu 

Zacharaia Oommen say in a joint e-mail interview. S. Irudaya Rajan is 

Professor at the Centre of Development Studies (CDS), Thiruvananthapuram 

and Member of the Kerala government expert committee on COVID-19. Ginu 

Zacharaia Oommen is a member of the Kerala Public Service Commission. 

Excerpts:

How are Indian migrants in GCC countries coping with the 

pandemic?

Their plight is no less desperate. Kerala CM Pinarayi Vijayan wrote to the 

PM on the issue. In the wake of the COVID-19 spread, the situation of 

Indian immigrants is very precarious.

Nurses, small businessmen, labourers have been infected in significant 

numbers and there is no care for them.

In Kuwait, Indian localities such as Jleeb Al Shuwaikh and Mahboula have 

been quarantined; currently 530 of its 993 confirmed cases are Indians. 

In Dubai, more than 500 Indians have been infected, particularly from Al 

Raz area. Similar situation in Qatar. These low and semi-skilled labourers 

have multiple ailments like diabetes, blood pressure, cholesterol and even 

kidney, liver problems and cancer.

Since medicines are very expensive in Gulf countries, migrants often procure 

their medication from India and stockpile for three to four months.

Worryingly, there are reports these stocks have been used up and there is 

now an acute shortage. The Gulf countries lack broad-based healthcare 

facilities to accommodate a high number of patients. Indian associations have 

appealed to the Indian missions, particularly in Dubai, to hire and convert 
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Indian schools into isolation wards. Before the situation worsens, the Indian 

government should evacuate on a priority basis those immigrants without 

visa documents, dependants who are mostly elderly, women, children and 

unemployed persons.

Do their living conditions allow social distancing?

Most of them are single men living in congested labour camps — using 

common toilets, rooms etc. One flat houses nearly 8 to 10 people using 

bunk beds, in what is commonly known as a “bed space”.

Therefore, if anyone is infected, it will spread fast. At present, there are 

nearly 8 million Indian immigrants in GCC, of which nearly 2.1 million are 

from Kerala itself.

The immediate task is to chart out a strategy that will, initially, envisage a 

safe evacuation of emigrants back to India and their rehabilitation back in 

the home society.

Other States with high emigrant populations in the region are Uttar Pradesh, 

Bihar, Bengal and Punjab.

Will the current pandemic change Kerala’s approach to receiving 

labour from outside the State?

Some estimates put inter-State migrants in Kerala at about 30 lakhs while 

21 lakh Malayalis work outside.

However, we call them replacement migrants — Keralite plumbers in Dubai 

being replaced by plumbers from Odisha, for instance.

The mass exodus of Keralites over the years has led to a situation where 

Kerala needs migrants from other parts of the country.

Kerala is doing a good job during the crisis in providing accommodation, 

medication and food for these migrants. While the Kerala migrants are 

struggling for their safety and survival in Gulf, in sharp contrast, in Kerala the 

internal migrants have been protected and guarded in the most respectful 
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manner — how wills this play out into the future is now unpredictable.

Is there increasing resentment against immigrant labourers in Kerala?

Some rare incidents of protests in guest workers’ pockets such as Perumbavoor 

and Payipad have also become a point of discussion in the State.

In the post-pandemic grim scenario, if there is a reverse migration of the 

Kerala migrants that might also have an impact on the prospects of internal 

migrants in Kerala.

We expect some guest workers leave Kerala when the lockdown is eased, 

though it is not sure how many will leave immediately. It also remains to be 

seen whether the workers who had left before will return. Kerala surely knows 

these migrants are strong building blocks of its society.

Confusion over mismatch in Health Ministry, ICMR figures
A day ahead of a possible relaxation in lockdown curbs, confusion reigned on 

the actual number of COVID-19 cases in the country registered.

The Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR), which coordinates testing 

and is the central node of data regarding the daily infections, reported 

that 16,365 individuals had been confirmed positive. Of these 2,154 were 

confirmed   alone — the first time the daily case load breached the 2,000 

mark.

However, the Health Ministry, the point-Ministry for all information regarding 

COVID-19, reported only 14,792 cases and 957 new cases.

 , the ICMR reported that 17,615 individuals have been confirmed positive. 

However, the Ministry, which updates figures twice daily, continued to report 

the lagged figures. At the daily afternoon briefing, Joint Secretary in the 

Health Ministry Lav Agarwal updated this to 15,712. By Sunday evening, this 

had crept up to 16,115 but still fell short of the ICMR’s Saturday numbers.
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‘If WHO has limitations, these have been imposed on it by 
nations’
How unprecedented is the current challenge facing the WHO?

The WHO was established in 1948 and there hasn’t been a worldwide pandemic 

with this kind of devastation that has come across its path. Something like 

this is calamitously challenging for the WHO. And then you have the decision 

of the United States [on April 15] to withhold funding at this peak time. The 

U.S. contributes something like 15% of the WHO budget. That is a pretty 

substantial sum of money that is going to disappear from the WHO’s kitty. All 

of that adds to the challenges it is facing.

Is the U.S. criticism valid?

I really think Mr. Trump is honestly trying to find a scapegoat for his own 

administration failing in preparing the U.S. sooner for what has turned out to 

be the biggest public health emergency they have ever had. The fact is, if you 

look at what the WHO did or didn’t do, one can certainly accept the charge 

that they were to willing to give China a free pass at the beginning of the 

crisis. I don’t think it’s easy to blame the WHO for it.

One of the institutional challenges for any UN body is that it tends to be 

beholden to its most powerful member states. I am afraid the problem is if 

this was something that started in the U.S., they would have probably been 

deferential to the U.S. also. The difference is the U.S. being a democracy with 

a free press; they would have not found it easy to suppress the kind of details 

that are only now emerging from China.

Is it the case that WHO and most UN agencies are reliant on the 

information they receive from member states?

We have a constitutional problem with all UN agencies that the head of the 

agency who is elected after all with support of powerful member states, does 

not enjoy the independence and autonomy that should come with a position 

of that stature. If we were, for example, to adopt a policy of a single, non-
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renewable term for maybe six or seven years, rather than two terms of five 

which is normal practice, then you might actually give a leader authority to 

take certain independent actions. Nonetheless, don’t forget the UN is not 

larger or more powerful than its member states.

The principal fault is with Beijing and not the WHO, which is still a body that 

is dependent on member states. India is a member of every UN body and 

every country knows how these bodies work. The governments of the world 

actually want UN agencies to be beholden to governments, for the most part. 

When they fail to assert enough independence and autonomy, the same 

governments start making these agencies a scapegoat. When I was at the 

UN, my then boss [Secretary General] Kofi Annan would often jokingly say 

about the initials SG by which we used to call him, ‘I know what that stands 

for – scapegoat!’

On one hand, we are seeing countries turning inward. On the other, the 

pandemic is bringing an awareness of the limitations of global institutions. 

Faced with two somewhat opposing impulses, which way will we go?

The signs are indeed for a resurgence of national sovereignty. This suggests 

we will actually go in the wrong direction and likely throw up more barriers. 

I believe that is the wrong way to go. India must play a role in defying this 

impulse of closing countries off to the international community.

We have to recognise if the WHO had limitations, these are limitations that 

governments have imposed upon it. If the world has to draw from this a 

conclusion that we actually need institutions of greater independence in all 

our collective interest, then maybe we can reform these institutions, to give 

them that independence. I hope a country like India will be a sane voice for 

this.
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‘Preventing food shortages is high priority for South Asia’
The forecast for the South Asian economy in the WB report, with an expected 

drop from 6.3% growth to 1.8% - 2.8%. is quite significant. 

Could the drop be even bigger, given that we don’t yet know when 

economic activity will be fully reopened?

This forecast already includes many adverse impacts. The upper and lower 

bounds are based on two scenarios for advanced economies: one with a 

two-month lockdown of advanced economies, the other with a four-month 

lockdown of these economies. These scenarios translate for South Asia into 

sharp declines in exports, disruptions in global value chains, deterioration of 

investment sentiment, reversal of capital flows, and reduced remittances. Our 

upper and lower bound forecasts also assume sharp declines in domestic 

hospitality services. But the drop in growth can indeed be bigger. In the report 

we mention that we calculated what we call a “worst case scenario”, in which 

we assume a prolonged lockdown of South Asian economies: an extended 

lockdown for three months and a more partial lockdown in subsequent 

quarters. In that case, we ended up with negative growth for the region, a 

contraction of 1%.

The World Bank has endorsed India’s strict 40-day lockdown, which 

other South Asian countries have followed in varying degrees. How well 

do you think this will work if extended, especially given the economic 

impact?

I have been impressed by the reaction of the Indian government and other 

governments in South Asia. With limited health-care capacity, it is important 

to contain, or at least mitigate, the spread of COVID-19. But, with a high 

population density, this is a difficult task. Containment of the pandemic is 

especially challenging among slum dwellers, domestic migrant workers and 

refugees. An additional complication is that the lockdown deprives the most 
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vulnerable people of their income. The conclusion is that the lockdown is 

necessary, but not sufficient. It has to be complemented with food distribution, 

temporary work programmes and a system of testing and tracing, which is 

needed to reopen the economy. The temporary work programme could focus 

on food delivery, production of protective equipment, disinfection of public 

spaces and on the testing and tracing system. It is commendable that the 

Indian government is rolling out a tracing system now.

Most South Asian nations depend on migrant remittances. How much 

do you think layoffs abroad added to the domestic migrant labour crisis 

(in India, in particular), will change the labour market, and how should 

countries prepare for this?

It is likely that migrant workers, especially in the Gulf countries, will return 

home, even if many are still stuck abroad at the moment. It is the consequence 

of the global recession and the sharp drop in oil prices. They will need to find 

work at home and will indeed compete with domestic migrant workers. That 

is why the government should create conditions under which the economy 

can be reopened and should play an active role in job creation.

How does South Asia as a region compare with other regions in the world in 

terms of the impact of the novel coronavirus? There are studies suggesting 

the pandemic has grown more slowly in South Asia than in regions such as 

Europe, North America, and East Asia...

Fast containment action after detection of first COVID-19 cases may have 

helped, and evidence around the world shows that strict measures early on 

can help reduce contagion. Increase in testing will help guide future actions.

How important is food security and releasing strategic food reserves at 

this point? How would you rate different countries in the region on their 

ability to ensure distribution to the most vulnerable? 

We have seen massive food lines, shortages in both India and Pakistan.
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This is one of the big concerns. Disruptions in the supply chain and panic 

buying can lead to price spikes. That, together with loss of income of many 

informal workers, can lead to food shortages for the most vulnerable. This 

is high priority. Releasing strategic reserves is one tool in the toolbox. Work 

programmes and food deliveries are other tools. Export bans will backfire as 

they will disrupt food supply chains in the region further.

The WB report identifies the service sector as worst hit and tourism, for 

example in the Maldives as one of the biggest revenue losses. Can South 

Asia consider new ways to regenerate employment in these sectors, or will it 

have to look at other sectors?

Probably both. Tourism will not return to normal till effective vaccines become 

widely available. There will be demand for safe tourism. That might be an 

opportunity for the Maldives that with its many atolls and high-end tourism 

has an opportunity to test tourists and keep them away from large crowds.

There might be also more demand for digital services like remote learning or 

other remote services and for delivery of e-commerce sales. It is likely that 

more jobs outside the tourism industry can be created.

Reconciling with loss and pain, one year since a tragic 
Easter
Sri Lankan Prime Minister Mahinda Rajapaksa has called on all citizens to 

remember the victims of the Easter terror blasts that shook Sri Lanka on April 

21 last year, claiming over 270 lives and injuring more than 500 persons.

The serial blasts, which was carried out by an apparently IS-inspired squad 

of suicide bombers, targeted three churches in and near Colombo, and in 

the eastern Batticaloa district, and three luxury hotels in the capital. Coming 

exactly a decade after Sri Lanka’s brutal civil war the ghastly Easter Sunday 

attacks delivered a major blow to the island’s hard-won, relative peace.
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Intelligence lapse

“The intelligence service of a friendly country had provided advance warning 

to the then Sri Lankan government... this attack could easily have been 

prevented,” Mr. Mahinda Rajapaksa said in a statement. Weeks before the 

attacks, India is said to have alerted Sri Lankan authorities at the highest 

level of possible terror attacks in the island.

Following the bombings, at least three different committees — a parliamentary 

select committee and two commissions appointed by former President 

Maithripala Sirisena and President Gotabaya Rajapaksa who succeeded 

him in November —have been tasked to probe the terror attacks.

Based on testimonies it collected from 55 persons over 24 mostly public 

hearings, the parliamentary panel accused Mr. Sirisena of “actively 

undermining” government and security systems, leading to serious lapses 

ahead of the Easter terror attacks. It also blamed Sri Lanka’s intelligence 

chief for “failing to act on multiple terror warnings” received in advance.

Police action

While the Rajapaksas have squarely blamed Mr. Sirisena’s government for 

negligence leading to the terror attacks — President Gotabaya Rajapaksa 

contested the November presidential election mainly on the plank of national 

security — Mr. Sirisena and his Sri Lanka Freedom Party have since politically 

re-aligned, joining the Rajapaksa brothers in power. The former chief of the 

State Intelligence Chief has been transferred to the Eastern Province as 

senior DIG.

Following regime change, a new team in the police Criminal Investigation 

Department (CID) has been assigned the probe. The team that worked under 

the previous administration arrested some 200 persons linked to Easter 

attacks mastermind Zahran Hashim’s jihadist network. Twenty-six of them 

were identified as “highly involved” in the plot, a source familiar with the 
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investigation told The Hindu.

The current CID team has made “key arrests” recently, including that of a 

prominent lawyer Hejaz Hisbullah. His family has denied he was involved 

in any terrorist activity, and the Bar Association of Sri Lanka has expressed 

concern at his arrest whose reason, it said, was unknown. Police   said 

ongoing investigations have revealed “a second attack” had been planned 

by perpetrators, but it is unclear what specific evidence prompted the 

inference.

Healing with time

Even as investigations take their course, those affected by the deadly attacks 

are still struggling to cope. “When I think of that morning, I am terrified even 

now. It is only prayer that is helping us survive,” said Fr. Jude Fernando, 

pastor who narrowly escaped the bombing at the St. Anthony’s shrine in 

Colombo.

Michelle Mahesan went even closer to danger. As she spotted a young man 

on the church premises on Easter Sunday, she went up to him and invited 

him for the service, barely minutes before he blew himself up. “I went to our 

house a few feet away and heard this deafening noise. Even our home’s 

ceiling came crashing,” said Ms. Mahesan, wife of the church’s pastor Roshan 

Mahesan, who was abroad then. Dozens, including at least 14 children at 

Sunday school, died at the Zion Church in Batticaloa.

“It has been a year, but neither our church nor our home has been rebuilt,” 

she said. The church has been providing counselling services to the affected 

families for a year now. “It is not easy reconciling with this sort of pain. We 

believe that the victims are in the hands of God. That belief is our only 

assurance,” she said.
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‘Pakistan removes names from terrorism watch list’
Pakistan has quietly removed around 1,800 terrorists from its watch list, 

including that of the 2008 Mumbai attack mastermind and LeT operations 

commander Zaki-ur-Rehman Lakhvi, ahead of a new round of assessments 

by the global anti-money-laundering watchdog FATF, according to a U.S.-

based start-up that automates watchlist compliance.

The so-called proscribed persons list, which is maintained by Pakistan’s 

National Counter Terrorism Authority ( NACTA), is intended in part to help 

financial institutions avoid doing business with or processing transactions of 

suspected terrorists.

The list in 2018 contained about 7,600 names. It has been reduced to under 

3,800 in the past 18 months, according to Castellum.AI, a New York-based 

regulatory technology company.

1,800 names removed

About 1,800 of the names have been removed since the beginning of March, 

according to data collected by Castellum.

Pakistan is working to implement an action plan that has been mutually 

agreed to with the Paris-based The Financial Action Task Force (FATF), part 

of which involves demonstrating effective implementation of targeted financial 

sanctions.”

It is possible that these removals are part of Pakistan’s action plan to 

implement the FATF recommendations, it said. The FATF will evaluate 

Pakistan’s progress in June 2020.

UN chief warns against repressive measures amid coronavirus 
crisis
U.N. Secretary-General Antonio Guterres said   the coronavirus could 

give some countries an excuse to adopt repressive measures for reasons 
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unrelated to the pandemic as he warned that the outbreak risks becoming a 

human rights crisis.

Guterres released a U.N. report highlighting how human rights should guide 

the response and recovery to the health, social and economic crisis gripping 

the world. He added that while the virus does not discriminate, its impacts 

do.

The new coronavirus, which causes the respiratory illness COVID-19, has 

so far infected some 2.57 million globally and 178,574 people have died, 

according to a Reuters tally. The virus first emerged in the Chinese city of 

Wuhan late last year.

“We see the disproportionate effects on certain communities, the rise of hate 

speech, the targeting of vulnerable groups, and the risks of heavy-handed 

security responses undermining the health response,” Guterres said.

The U.N. report said migrants, refugees and internally displaced people are 

particularly vulnerable. It said more than 131 countries have closed their 

borders, with only 30 allowing exemptions for asylum-seekers.

“Against the background of rising ethno-nationalism, populism, authoritarianism 

and a pushback against human rights in some countries, the crisis can 

provide a pretext to adopt repressive measures for purposes unrelated to the 

pandemic,” he said. “This is unacceptable.”

The United Nations did not give any specific examples of such measures. 

Guterres called on governments to be transparent, responsive and accountable 

and stressed that civic space and press freedom were “critical.”

He said: “The best response is one that responds proportionately to immediate 

threats while protecting human rights and the rule of law.”

With businesses shut down and hundreds of millions of people told to stay home 

to avoid spreading the virus, the International Monetary Fund has predicted 

the world will suffer its steepest downturn since the Great Depression of the 
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1930s.

The U.N. report said the pandemic was creating further hardship that “if not 

mitigated, will raise tension and could provoke civil unrest,” adding that this 

could then spark a heavy-handed security response.

“In all we do, let’s never forget: The threat is the virus, not people,” Guterres 

said.

Tharoor urges PM to facilitate return of Indians stranded in 
GCC nations
Senior Congress leader Shashi Tharoor   urged Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi to facilitate the return of Indians stranded in Gulf Cooperation Council 

(GCC) region and set up region-specific task forces using local community 

resources to streamline relief and repatriation operations.

In a letter to the prime minister and External Affairs Minister S Jaishankar, 

Tharoor highlighted the difficulties being faced by Indians in the Gulf and 

shared his suggestions to help address some of their existing concerns.

Tharoor called for developing region-specific task forces using local community 

resources in order to streamline relief and repatriation operations.

“While our embassies have been admirably executing their duties thus far, 

the government must also look into leveraging the substantial resources that 

we have in the region, including established Indian cultural organisations 

and expatriate groups, prominent community and business leaders and civil 

society organisations, which will help bolster the capacity of our government 

to reach out to Indians affected in these regions,” Tharoor said.

The task force should be representative of the diversity that these groups 

represent and could be convened by India’s ambassador in that specific 

country, with the joint secretary in the Ministry of External Affairs who is in 

charge of that particular region, also closely involved in a suitable capacity 
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to ensure coordination with the ministry, Tharoor said.

He also called for developing protocols to ensure the expedited repatriation 

of the mortal remains of Indians who have passed away in GCC countries.

He urged the prime minister and the external affairs minister to facilitate the 

evacuation of certain economic and social groups from these regions back 

to their respective states.

There are a number of groups that the government must look into evacuating 

such as the elderly and senior citizens, pregnant women, those with expired 

visit visas, the jobless, those on their final exit, persons released under 

pardon and so on, who do not otherwise form a part of the critical service 

providing segment in these countries, Tharoor said.

Through special charter flights or commercial operations, it is imperative to 

look into evacuating these groups in a structured, phased and timely manner, 

the MP from Thiruvananthapuram said.

“In order to ensure their safety and of Indian citizens in the country, a strong 

protocol should be developed in coordination with state governments, which, 

among others, would require any individual who is being evacuated to provide 

proof of COVID-19 testing, register their details with the central and state 

health ministry, and undergo both mandatory screening upon arrival as well 

as quarantine either at their respective homes or at a hospital,” he said.

COVID-19: FDA warns against side effects of 
hydroxychloroquine
The US Food and Drug Administration has issued a safety communication 

regarding the known side effects of anti-malarial drug hydroxychloroquine, 

touted by President Donald Trump for treating coronavirus patients.

The side effects include serious and potentially life-threatening heart rhythm 
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problems.

The FDA in a Drug Safety Communication said that hydroxychloroquine has 

been given Emergency Use Authorisation for the treatment of patients who 

have tested positive with coronavirus.

These risks, FDA said are already in the drug labels for their approved uses 

and may be mitigated when health care professionals closely screen and 

supervise these patients such as in a hospital setting or a clinical trial.

“We understand that health care professionals are looking for every possible 

treatment option for their patients and we want to ensure we’re providing 

them with the appropriate information needed for them to make the best 

medical decisions,” said FDA Commissioner Stephen M. Hahn.

“While clinical trials are ongoing to determine the safety and effectiveness of 

these drugs for COVID-19, there are known side effects of these medications 

that should be considered,” he said.

“We encourage health care professionals making individual patient decisions 

closely screen and monitor those patients to help mitigate these risks. The 

FDA will continue to monitor and investigate these potential risks and will 

communicate publicly when more information is available,” Hann said.

FDA said as of now it has issued an emergency use authorisation to allow 

hydroxychloroquine and chloroquine products donated to the Strategic 

National Stockpile (SNS) to be distributed and used in limited circumstances, 

such as for certain hospitalised patients with COVID-19.

These drugs are able to be distributed from the SNS to states for doctors to 

prescribe to adolescent and adult patients hospitalized with COVID-19, as 

appropriate, when a clinical trial is not available or feasible.

The EUA requires that fact sheets with important information about using 

these drugs in treating COVID-19, including the known risks and drug 

interactions, as well as appropriate screening and monitoring, be made 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     APRIL
     2020
     VOL.68

    India and 
the World

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

available to health care providers and patients, FDA said.

Hydroxychloroquine and chloroquine are FDA-approved to treat or prevent 

malaria. Hydroxychloroquine sulfate is also FDA-approved to treat lupus and 

rheumatoid arthritis.

FDA said these medicines have not been proven safe or effective for treating 

COVID-19. However, clinical trials are underway and additional trials are 

being planned to determine if these drugs can benefit patients with COVID-

19.

These trials are also examining whether the drugs can prevent COVID-19 

among health care workers, first responders or people who have been in 

close contact with someone with COVID-19.

Trump has been an advocate of use of this drug, which has reportedly cured 

a large number of patients in New York and several other place.

Reports indicate that the malaria drug has been effective during the initial 

phases of a person being infected by coronavirus but poses dangers to those 

having heart ailments. Washington, Apr 25 (PTI) The US Food and Drug 

Administration has issued a safety communication regarding the known side 

effects of anti-malarial drug hydroxychloroquine, touted by President Donald 

Trump for treating coronavirus patients.

The side effects include serious and potentially life-threatening heart rhythm 

problems.

The FDA in a Drug Safety Communication said that hydroxychloroquine has 

been given Emergency Use Authorisation for the treatment of patients who 

have tested positive with coronavirus.

These risks, FDA said are already in the drug labels for their approved uses 

and may be mitigated when health care professionals closely screen and 

supervise these patients such as in a hospital setting or a clinical trial.

“We understand that health care professionals are looking for every possible 

treatment option for their patients and we want to ensure we’re providing 
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them with the appropriate information needed for them to make the best 

medical decisions,” said FDA Commissioner Stephen M. Hahn.

“While clinical trials are ongoing to determine the safety and effectiveness of 

these drugs for COVID-19, there are known side effects of these medications 

that should be considered,? he said.

“We encourage health care professionals making individual patient decisions 

closely screen and monitor those patients to help mitigate these risks. The 

FDA will continue to monitor and investigate these potential risks and will 

communicate publicly when more information is available,” Hann said.

FDA said as of now it has issued an emergency use authorisation to allow 

hydroxychloroquine and chloroquine products donated to the Strategic 

National Stockpile (SNS) to be distributed and used in limited circumstances, 

such as for certain hospitalised patients with COVID-19.

These drugs are able to be distributed from the SNS to states for doctors to 

prescribe to adolescent and adult patients hospitalized with COVID-19, as 

appropriate, when a clinical trial is not available or feasible.

The EUA requires that fact sheets with important information about using these 

drugs in treating COVID-19, including the known risks and drug interactions, 

as well as appropriate screening and monitoring, be made available to health 

care providers and patients, FDA said.

Hydroxychloroquine and chloroquine are FDA-approved to treat or prevent 

malaria. Hydroxychloroquine sulfate is also FDA-approved to treat lupus and 

rheumatoid arthritis.

FDA said these medicines have not been proven safe or effective for treating 

COVID-19. However, clinical trials are underway and additional trials are 

being planned to determine if these drugs can benefit patients with COVID-

19.

These trials are also examining whether the drugs can prevent COVID-19 
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among health care workers, first responders or people who have been in 

close contact with someone with COVID-19.

Trump has been an advocate of use of this drug, which has reportedly cured 

a large number of patients in New York and several other place.

Reports indicate that the malaria drug has been effective during the initial 

phases of a person being infected by coronavirus but poses dangers to those 

having heart ailments.

USCIRF downgrades India in 2020 list
The U.S. Commission on International Religious Freedom (USCIRF) has 

downgraded India to the lowest ranking, “countries of particular concern” 

(CPC) in its 2020 report. The report, released in Washington by the federal 

government commission that functions as an advisory body, placed India 

alongside countries, including China, North Korea, Saudi Arabia and Pakistan. 

India was categorised as a “Tier 2 country” in last year’s listing. This is the 

first time since 2004 that India has been placed in this category.

“India took a sharp downward turn in 2019,” the commission noted in its 

report, which included specific concerns about the Citizenship Amendment 

Act, the proposed National Register for Citizens, anti-conversion laws and 

the situation in Jammu and Kashmir. “The national government used its 

strengthened parliamentary majority to institute national-level policies violating 

religious freedom across India, especially for Muslims.” The panel said that 

the CPC designation was also recommended because “national and various 

State governments also allowed nationwide campaigns of harassment and 

violence against religious minorities to continue with impunity, and engaged 

in and tolerated hate speech and incitement to violence against them”.

The Centre reacted sharply to the USCIRF report, terming it “biased and 
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tendentious” and rejected its observations.

“We reject the observations on India in the USCIRF Annual Report,” official 

spokesperson Anurag Srivastava said. “Its biased and tendentious comments 

against India are not new. But on this occasion, its misrepresentation has 

reached new levels. It has not been able to carry its own Commissioners in 

its endeavour. We regard it as an organisation of particular concern and will 

treat it accordingly,” Mr. Srivastava added.

Three of the 10 USCIRF commissioners, including Gary Bauer, Johnnie Lee, 

and Tenzin Dorjee, dissented with the panel’s recommendation on India as 

being ‘too harsh’ and that ended up placing the country alongside what they 

termed as “rogue nations” like China and North Korea.

“I am confident that India will reject any authoritarian temptation and stand 

with the United States and other free nations in defence of liberty, including 

religious liberty,” wrote Commissioner Bauer in his dissenting note.

The commission also recommended that the U.S. government take stringent 

action against India under the “International Religious Freedom Act” (IRFA). 

It called on the administration to “impose targeted sanctions on Indian 

government agencies and officials responsible for severe violations of religious 

freedom by freezing those individuals’ assets and/or barring their entry into 

the United States under human rights-related financial and visa authorities, 

citing specific religious freedom violations”. In 2005, Prime Minister Narendra 

Modi who was at the time the Chief Minister of Gujarat was censured by 

the USCIRF. The commission had recommended sanctions against Mr. Modi 

for the 2002 riots and the U.S. government had subsequently cancelled his 

visa.

The USCIRF 2020 report makes a specific mention of Home Minister Amit 

Shah, for not taking what it deemed as sufficient action to stop cases of mob 

lynching in the country, and for referring to migrants as “termites”. In December 
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2019, the USCIRF had also asked the U.S. government to consider sanctions 

against Mr. Shah and “other principal leadership” over the decision to pass 

the Citizenship Amendment Act.

BRICS should help entrepreneurs: India
Member countries of the BRICS group should assist private entrepreneurs 

to help them deal with the economic fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic, 

External Affairs Minister S. Jaishankar said  . He also spoke of the need 

for reform in the multilateral global platforms during the videoconference 

of Foreign Ministers of the BRICS group which was convened by Russian 

Foreign Minister Sergey Lavrov.

“He [Mr. Jaishankar] emphasised that we need to provide support to 

businesses, especially MSMEs, to tide over the crisis and ensure livelihoods 

are not lost. The Minister emphasised that the pandemic is not only posing 

a great risk to the health and well being of humanity but is also severely 

impacting global economy,” said a government release.

China’s Foreign Minister Wang Yi, South African Minister of International 

Relations Grace Naledi Pandor and Brazilian Foreign Minister Ernesto Araujo 

participated.

‘By any calculus, India qualifies for UNSC permanent seat’
India is due for election to the temporary membership of the UN Security 

Council later this year, for the 2021-22 periods. What do you think will be the 

priorities for India to work on?

India in many ways is a sui generis country. It’s a country of a billion-plus, 

it’s a country which is a democracy, perhaps the only example in history of a 

billion-plus people working together in a democratic framework. We will bring 
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to it those values and strengths of being able to work cohesively among 

disparate entities. That’s our USP; we try and work out solutions.

One of the biggest issues that will confront all multilateral organisations 

and certainly the Security Council will be issues which are beyond borders. 

Issues of … the global commons, whether it is in cases of public health as 

we are now seeing in the current pandemic, but other issues, for example, 

cyber [issues]. There are no regulatory mechanisms or no rules on that, and 

that’s another.

A third one is issues of high seas. Again, beyond your EEZ [exclusive economic 

zone], there is very limited understanding of what states can do and what 

states can’t do. Now, why should we focus on these broader thematic issues? 

It’s because you’ll see our experience has been: ungoverned spaces lead 

to opportunities for those who are inimical to global governance to breed, 

whether it is in states or it is beyond state boundaries, this has been the 

experience, and therefore, we as a country would like to focus on these 

things.

Has India got closer to permanent member status at the Security 

Council in the past four or five years?

One of those aspirational goals was, is and will remain permanent membership 

to the Security Council, because we feel by any present day calculus, we 

would qualify. Now, the issue of the expansion and reform of the Security 

Council is not an India-centric issue. It is an issue which entails a whole 

host of teams, because, as I told you, everybody acknowledges that India 

is sui generic. A billion-plus people not being permanently in an organisation 

which starts with, ‘We the peoples of the United Nations’. You can’t have that 

dichotomy between an organisation, which says, “I’m ready, I work on behalf 

of the peoples of the world,” and keeps such a big country representing more 

than a billion people out.
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On India’s membership, there are very few discordant notes, but there are 

other issues. There are people who feel that matters relating to, for example, 

the veto are important factors. There are others who feel, ‘Should it be that 

every region expands or are there some regions that are already represented 

adequately (or not).’ There are multiplicities of other issues which are fairly 

complex in nature.

What is India’s position on accepting permanent membership in case 

it doesn’t carry veto power? And what, if anything, will actually change 

China’s position on India becoming a permanent member?

If you look at the voting pattern at that stage when the reform or the expansion 

from 11 to 15 happened by increasing four non-permanent members, none 

of those present there as permanent members right now voted in favour. 

There were some who opposed, there were others who abstained. The only 

representative at that stage who voted in favour of change was the Republic 

of China. Now, even with that sort of vote, in two years, everybody accepted 

the vote and ratified it…in diplomacy, there is no finality in these things of what 

people say, people evolve, situations change, global pressures will mount.

The choice will have to be, do you want an organ which is moribund, which is 

not effective, which is not legitimate, which is not credible, or do you want, in 

the evolving situation, a body which is able to work — with its difficulties, but 

it’s able to work. Therefore, we bet on optimism and we bet that change will 

happen and people who may have reluctance today will join.

On the veto…

Of course, there are many of us who feel that veto was the outcome of a 

situation in 1945 when the world was different. Our view is that we do not 

oppose any approach that is non-discriminatory in nature. You are aware 

that on the issue of discrimination, we have a very strong historical record, 

whether it was going back to the NPT [Non-Proliferation of Nuclear Weapons 
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Treaty]. At that stage, it was discriminating among those who had nuclear 

weapons before a certain date or later, similarly on the issue of veto. If there 

are restrictions, these need to be applicable to everyone. These are difficult 

calls and those discussions have not yet happened.

Would you agree that the issue of Jammu and Kashmir has been 

internationalised after the August 5 decision by the government, given how 

many times it’s been raised including by the Secretary-General and the 

Security Council after so many decades [last taken up in 1971]?

[Mr. Akbaruddin said that the Secretary-General issues a list of all items that 

are/were discussed formally in the Security Council, including those that have 

not been discussed in decades but are listed at the behest of delegations. 

These include ‘The Hyderabad Question’ and ‘The India-Pakistan Question’ 

of 1948].

I’m not contesting that is on the agenda because the agenda, the way it 

works is that one country can put in anything on the agenda to continue, 

even if not discussed for… in the case of Hydrabad now, 70 years. Being on 

the agenda is not an issue of concern to anybody.

But it [Jammu and Kashmir] was discussed informally...

Informal consultations by definition are not considered to be formal if in any 

nature. Yes, any country can raise anything on the agenda or outside the 

agenda in an informal setting. Like you and I when we sit and have a cup of 

tea, discuss anything under the agenda. Sure. We have not contested that 

this was informally raised, but you also are aware of those outcomes. No 

country, not even the informal outcome was shared with anybody, so you can 

see what the inclination of most members is. I can repeat it, I’ve done it many 

a time before, that there is no interest in addressing that issue in the Council 

in any format. That’s why those who had raised it raised it three times, but 

look at the way each time they raised it, the returns have diminished.
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So is it fair to say that you disagree that it’s been “internationalised”?

In a globalised world, you can say anything is internationalised, but I don’t 

think there is any fear that if something is... States are sovereign, they can 

do what they want, but if you don’t have resonance, it’s a loss.

How does plurilateralism — a concept India has backed — work during a 

pandemic? Wouldn’t multilateralism — which is, in many senses, under 

attack right now — work better given the pandemic affects everyone?

I don’t see a conflict between the two frameworks. There are multiple levels 

at which you can address the same issue and perhaps that’s the way to go 

about it. There is a national effort under way. That does not detract from a 

regional effort like we’ve tried in SAARC with our Health Ministers. The EU 

is trying in some way in the European Union countries, there are others 

trying elsewhere. However, at some stage, you will also have to address it 

multilaterally, beyond plurilaterally. A virus knows no borders, so there will 

always be a threat to us unless we address it across the board, and that’s 

the role of multilateralism.

India has achieved quite a bit in having its position on a global 

response to terrorism acknowledged. However, we haven’t been able 

to make headway on the proposal for a comprehensive convention on 

international terrorism, the CCIT. Which regions and countries have 

been the biggest hurdles?

We need to look at the global context in which we made that submission and 

what is the situation today? We made the submission when I was a young 

First Secretary here in 1996. At that stage, terrorism was not even looked on 

as anything beyond a law and order issue.

Today, we’ve come a long way on that. There are multiple elements… of 

what we put in there, which are now norms in the global discourse. They 

are now part of many Security Council resolutions, itself. The discourse has 



asp
iran

tforum.co
m

aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     APRIL
     2020
     VOL.68

    India and 
the World

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

absorbed many elements from that.

There still remain areas where we need to address them. Terrorism financing 

— there are Security Council resolutions; terrorism nuclear issues — there 

is a separate convention. The norm that nothing justifies terrorism is now 

accepted globally. We’ve come a long way on that, of course.
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Study shows middle-age COVID-19 mortality risk
Middle-aged people, and not just the elderly, have a dramatically higher risk 

of dying or developing serious illness from COVID-19, says a study published 

in The Lancet Infectious Diseases journal. Researchers from Britain analysed 

more than 3,600 confirmed COVID-19 cases as well as data from hundreds of 

passengers repatriated from Wuhan.

They found that age was a key determining factor in serious infections, with 

nearly one in five over-80s requiring hospitalisation, compared to around 1% 

among people under 30.

Taking into account estimates of the number of cases that may not have been 

clinically confirmed — that is, mild or asymptomatic infections — the data 

showed the hospitalisation rate of patients in their fifties was 8.2%.

It estimated that the mortality rate from confirmed cases in China was 

1.38%.

The Lancet study showed that 18.4% of patients in their 80s were hospitalised 

in China. This compared to 4.3% for 40 to 49-year-olds and roughly 1% for 

people in their 20s.

“There might be outlying cases that get a lot of media attention, but our 

analysis very clearly shows that at aged 50 and over, hospitalisation is much 

more likely than in those under 50, and a greater proportion of cases are likely 

to be fatal,” said Azra Ghani, a co-author of the study.

Three quasi-subspecies of virus in circulation, says ICMR
A mixture of three quasi-subspecies of SARS-CoV-2 is in circulation in India, 

the Indian Council of Medical Research (ICMR) said  . These imported variants 

showed no differences from how they behaved in the place of origin. Scientists 

are yet to classify a SARS-Cov-2 variant as an Indian strain.

R. Gangakhedkar, head of the ICMR’s Epidemiology and Communicable 
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Diseases-I Division, said, “India’s COVID-19 cases were mainly from people 

with travel history and their immediate contacts, which is to say that this virus 

was brought in from outside. We are not seeing any variation from what is 

being seen on how this strain is behaving around the world. So there is no 

difference in its severity. However, in a large country like India, it’s difficult to 

predict an accurate trend about the progression of COVID-19 because we 

still don’t have enough time gap between the upswing of cases.” This, he 

explained, did not change India’s reporting, isolation or testing protocol.

He said the progression in terms of cases could not be compared with any 

other country as of now and people should be looking at the risk of exposure 

and adherence to physical distancing.

Pharma industry on a drip as lockdown locks out allied 
services, workers
Despite being part of essential services, production of pharmaceuticals in the 

Baddi-Barotiwala-Nalagarh industrial belt of Himachal Pradesh has suffered a 

blow following the lockdown with many units, especially MSMEs, suspending 

operations or running at sub-optimal capacity.

According to employees in the industry, disruptions in allied services such 

as supply of raw materials, transport, packaging and stringent lockdown 

conditions have led to a drastic decline in pharmaceutical manufacturing.

Rajeev Gupta, president of the Himachal Drug Manufacturers’ Association, 

said the overall output of the pharmaceutical industry has dipped below 25 

per cent, and 70 per cent of the units in the state are running with a workforce 

capacity of 25 per cent or below.

“Following the Janata Curfew, we voluntarily shut down all units for a few 

days. After resuming work, the government has been supportive, but the 

allied industries such as logistics have been disrupted. Raw materials are 
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mostly transported from other states and many of the employees come from 

the Tricity, but it has been a different story since the borders were sealed,” 

he said.

D K Tiwari, managing director of Tiwari Chemicals, said production in his 

plant has fallen by more than 90 per cent because of lack of raw materials 

and active pharmaceutical ingredients, or APIs. “While large plants may buy 

APIs in bulk, most MSMEs buy small stocks of raw materials on a daily basis 

as per their needs. For example, for formulating Crocin from paracetamol 

API, around 40 other ingredients are needed. How do we get those?” he 

asked.

Dheeraj Singh from Adore Life Sciences said the pharmaceutical industry has 

a high dependence on allied services. “The packaging industry is shut down, 

and is located in neighbouring Tricity and Haryana. Raw materials come 

from Mumbai, Delhi and Chandigarh. Even for units which have resumed 

operations, it would be difficult to sustain operations beyond a week if the 

situation does not change,” he said.

According to Gupta, all the plants have been asked to ensure shelter for 

the workforce in the premises of the unit, and many units have suspended 

production due to shortage of housing capacity. “We have requested the 

Centre to develop a mechanism to solve these issues so that manufacture of 

essential drugs is not hit. We have also asked them to pay 50 per cent share 

of the ESI funds to the workers during the period of crisis,” he added.

Chief Minister Jai Ram Thakur asked officials of the industries department 

to “ensure proper functioning of industrial units engaged in pharmaceutical 

and food processing so that there was no scarcity of life-saving drugs”. He 

also asked the department to ensure that the management of industrial units 

provides salary to the workers without any delay and said that the resumption 

of manufacturing would also help in redressing the issue of exodus of 

workers.
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Officials said several new plants have started the manufacture of sanitisers 

after speedy grant of licences by the licensing authority.

Since January, the pharmaceutical industry had also been facing the issue 

of shortage of APIs imported from China. A report by Care Ratings Ltd on 

the industry-wise impact of COVID-19 released   said that due to control of 

the outbreak in China, factories producing bulk drugs or APIs have restarted, 

though with limited capacity.

DRDO to make five-layer masks
A laboratory under the Defence Research and Development Organisation 

(DRDO) has made arrangements to make 20,000 five-layered masks a day 

and the DRDO was also engaged in minor modification of ventilators so that 

one machine could support four patients at a time, its Chairman Satheesh 

Reddy told Defence Minister Rajnath Singh  .

At a review meeting of the Ministry held through videoconferencing, the three 

Service chiefs and other officials too apprised the Minister of their efforts, a 

statement said.

Mr. Reddy said that 50,000 litres of sanitisers made by the DRDO labs were 

supplied to various security entities, including the Delhi Police and another 

one lakh litres distributed all over the country. “A five-layered nanotechnology 

mask N99 is being made on a war footing. A total of 10,000 have already 

been made and soon per day production will be extended to 20,000,” the 

statement said.

Chief of the Defence Staff Gen. Bipin Rawat said that separate hospitals 

have been identified to exclusively deal with COVID-19 and more than 9,000 

hospital beds were available.

“Over 1,000 evacuees are quarantined at facilities in Jaisalmer, Jodhpur, 

Chennai, Manesar, Hindan and Mumbai. Their quarantine period will end by 
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April 7,” he said.

Besides airlifting tonnes of medical supplies, regular airlift of COVID-19 test 

samples from Ladakh to Delhi was being undertaken, stated Air Chief Marshal 

R.K.S Bhadauria.

Army chief Gen. Manoj Naravane informed the Defence Minister that more than 

8,500 doctors and support staff were available to extend necessary assistance 

to the civilian administration. On providing assistance to neighbouring 

countries, he said that “assistance to Nepal in the form of medical equipment 

will be delivered shortly”.

Navy chief Admiral Karambir Singh said naval ships were on a standby to 

extend any assistance.

Retired health professionals have been kept in readiness, said Lt. Gen. 

Anup Banerji, Director General Armed Force Medical Services (AFMS). 

Approximately, 25,000 National Cadet Corps (NCC) cadets are being 

mobilised for local assistance.

Google publishes data on people’s movements
Alphabet Inc’s Google has published charts showing how the coronavirus has 

brought hard-hit Italy to a standstill, led to runs on grocery stores around the 

world and prompted a stark drop in movement of people.

The analysis of location data from billions of Google users’ phones is the 

largest public dataset available to help health authoroities assess if people 

are abiding with government orders issued to rein in the virus.

The reports on users’ movements in 131 countries will be made available on 

a special website and will “chart movement trends over time by geography”, 

according to a post on one of Google’s blogs.

Trends will display “a percentage point increase or decrease in visits” to 

locations like parks, shops, homes and places of work, not “the absolute 



aspirantforum.com
THE CRUX OF THE HINDU AND PIB

asp
iran

tforum.co
m

     APRIL
     2020
     VOL.68

    Science, 
Tech and
Environment

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

number of visits,” said the post, signed by Jen Fitzpatrick, who leads Google 

Maps, and the company’s chief health officer Karen DeSalvo.

For example, in France, visits to restaurants, cafes, shopping centres, 

museums or theme parks have plunged by 88% from their normal levels, the 

data showed.

Italy and Spain, two of the hardest-hit countries, both saw visits to retail and 

recreation locations such as restaurants and movie theaters plunge 94%. 

The U.K. had declines of more than 80% while India, which went into a 

sudden 21-day lockdown on March 25, was also notable at 77%.

“We hope these reports will help support decisions about how to manage the 

COVID-19 pandemic,” the Google execs said.

Like the detection of traffic jams or traffic measurement Google Maps, the 

new reports will use “aggregated, anonymised” data from users who have 

activated their location history.

‘No identifiable data’

No “personally identifiable information,” such as an individual’s location, 

contacts or movements, will be made available, the post said.

The reports will also employ a statistical technique that adds “artificial noise” 

to raw data, making it harder for users to be identified.

Super Pink Moon April 2020: Date, timings in India, how to 
watch full moon
Super Pink Moon April 2020 Date, Timings in India: While you are stuck at 

home during the ongoing lockdown to prevent the spread of coronavirus, 

a celestial event known as the Super Pink Moon is here that you can gaze 

upon from your balcony or rooftop.

When a Full Moon takes place at perigee (Moon’s closest approach to Earth’s 

orbit), it is called a Super Full Moon or simply the Super Moon. Also, since 
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the full moon of April is generally called the Pink Moon according to the old 

Native American culture, the upcoming Perigean Full Moon is being called 

as the Super Pink Moon.

According to timanddate.com, The name Pink Moon comes from the pink 

flowers that bloom in spring in North America. The Wild Ground Phlox or 

Moss Phlox cover the ground like a pink blanket around the time of April’s 

Full Moon.

Super Pink Moon: Date, Timings

The moon on April 7 will be the brightest and look a lot bigger than usual. 

It will be best to view the Moon when it rises on the eastern horizon. The 

timings to watch the Pink Moon vary by time zone.

In India, you can watch the Super Pink Moon on April 8, 2020, at 8:05 am in 

the morning. Try to find a spot with an unobstructed view while following social 

distancing and the lockdown rules.

The coronavirus lockdown is changing the way Earth vibrates: 
Here’s how
To prevent the spread of coronavirus, countries around the world have 

ordered lockdown or isolation policies shutting down factories and halting 

manufacturing of all kinds. This has resulted in a wrecked world economy, 

but at the same time gave the planet a sigh of relief.

We have already seen how much the air quality around the world has 

improved over the past couple of months. However, the lockdown has not 

just reduced air pollution. As per a report by Nature, scientists have claimed 

that there is less seismic noise and vibrations under the Earth’s crust.

Seismic noise refers to the vibrations produced by everyday human activity 

and travel that shake the Earth’s crust. These vibrations build off one another 

and end up interfering with the ability of seismologists to detect important 
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events such as tsunamis and earthquakes.

The movement of Earth’s crust is not only dependent on natural events 

like Earthquakes, but also determined by the combined effect of industrial 

machinery and moving vehicles on the surface of the planet. The seismic 

noise at times becomes so disruptive that it makes seismic stations useless.

The report highlights that with a substantial drop in the use of all kinds of 

industrial activities and lesser use of transport around the world, the usual 

vibrations in Earth’s crust have decreased. As per the report, it could help 

seismologists detect even those small-magnitude earthquakes, which was 

not possible earlier because of the noise.

Seismic stations and seismologists from around the world have been sharing 

the graphs of Earth’s vibrations showing a decline in the frequencies caused 

by human activities.

All celestial events in April: Watch Super Pink Moon, Mercury, 
Mars, Jupiter and more
Countries across the world have imposed a lockdown to stop the spread of 

the coronavirus resulting in less noise and air pollution. With the skies being 

clearer than usual, now is the perfect time for stargazing from your balcony 

or rooftop. Luckily, this month has plenty of exciting celestial events lined up, 

starting with the Super Pink Moon tomorrow morning.

Super Pink Moon

In India, you can watch the Super Pink Moon on April 8, 2020, at 8:05 am 

in the morning. It will be a Full Moon during the perigee— Moon’s closes 

approach to the Earth’s orbit, thus making it a Super Moon. Since the Full 

Moon in April is known as Pink Moon as per old Native American Culture, the 

upcoming event will be called the Super Pink Moon. The Moon will be the 

brightest and look bigger than usual.
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In April, you have the rare chance to watch Mercury, Venus, Mars, as well as 

the Jupiter and Saturn. Some planets will be visible with naked eyes while 

some will be visible only with telescopes or binoculars.

Mercury

Mercury usually appears as a bright “star” with a yellow hue rising in the 

eastern sky about an hour before the Sun. However, the planet will be visible 

in the evening this month as an evening star just after sunset.

Venus

Earth’s twin sister Venus always shines with a brilliant and steady silvery 

light. It will be visible alongside the Moon on April 26 making a side-by-side 

descend in the west-northwest sky. It will be at its greatest brilliancy on April 

27, thus making it a good time to spot this month with telescope.

Mars

As per the Space.com, our neighbouring red planet will be visible in southeast 

each morning during April from magnitude +0.8 to +0.4. The planet shines like 

a “star” with a yellow-orange hue and can vary considerably in brightness.

Jupiter

Jupiter, the biggest planet in our solar system will be visible in the mornings 

throughout the month, shining brightly well to the left of the Teapot pattern 

in Sagittarius. Since the planet will reach 90 degrees west of the Sun or the 

western quadrature, it will cast its shadow well to the west from Earth’s point 

of view, providing ecliptic view of the Galilean satellites, reported Space.com. 

On April 15, a waning crescent moon will engage with Jupiter and Saturn, 

making it a non-skippable event.

Saturn

The ringed planet of our solar system will be visible as part of a wide triangle 

with Jupiter and the Moon on April 15. The Moon will be 3 degrees below and 

slightly to the right of Saturn and 6 degrees to the lower left of Jupiter. Saturn 

shines like a yellowish-white star of moderate brightness.
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For NASA’s SunRISE solar mission, 6 spacecrafts to make 
one giant space telescope
For NASA’s SunRISE solar mission, 6 spacecrafts to make one giant space 

telescope

The space agency had selected the SunRISE project in August 2017 as one 

of two Missions of Opportunity proposals to conduct an 11-month mission 

concept study.

Solar particle storms are giant surges of solar particles that erupt off of the 

Sun as depicted in this illustration (Image: NASA)

NASA has selected a new mission called the Sun Radio Interferometer Space 

Experiment or simply the SunRISE to study how the Sun generates and 

releases giant space weather storms into planetary space. The SunRISE is 

an array of six CubeSats operating as one very large radio telescope which 

will be built and launched by no earlier than July 1, 2023.

The six small spacecrafts — each about the size of a toaster oven — will 

be stationed around 10 km apart into the geosynchronous Earth orbit and 

work together to capture radio images of low-frequency emissions from solar 

activity. These images will help create 3D maps of solar particle bursts to 

pinpoint where giant particle bursts originate on the Sun and how they evolve 

as they expand outward into space.

NASA believes that the information will also help determine what initiates 
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and accelerates these giant jets of radiation.

“Not only will such information improve understanding of how our solar system 

works, but it ultimately can help protect astronauts travelling to the Moon and 

Mars by providing better information on how the Sun’s radiation affects the 

space environment they must travel through,” NASA said in a statement.

“We are so pleased to add a new mission to our fleet of spacecraft that help 

us better understand the Sun, as well as how our star influences the space 

environment between planets,” Nicky Fox, the director of NASA’s Heliophysics 

Division said. “The more we know about how the Sun erupts with space 

weather events, the more we can mitigate their effects on spacecraft and 

astronauts.”

The space agency had selected the SunRISE project in August 2017 as one 

of two Missions of Opportunity proposals to conduct an 11-month mission 

concept study. In February 2019, NASA approved a continued formulation 

study for SunRISE for an additional year. Now, the mission has been deemed 

ready to begin design and building with a total budget of $62.6 million.

What makes Saturn’s atmosphere hot decoded?

The outer layer of Saturn, Jupiter, Neptune and Uranus, are hot just like the 

Earth’s likely due to electric current at the planets’ poles, according to a study, 

which is the most complete mapping yet of both temperature and density of a 

gas giant’s upper atmosphere.

Researchers, including those from the University of Arizona in the US, used 

data from the Cassini spacecraft which observed Saturn for more than 13 

years before exhausting its fuel supply, and found that electric currents in the 

upper layers of these planets could be making them very hot.

According to the study, published in the journal Nature Astronomy, these electric 

currents, triggered by interactions between solar winds and charged particles 

from Saturn’s moons, spark the auroras and heat the upper atmosphere.

It said the phenomenon is similar to the Earth’s northern lights, or auroras, 
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indicating that the process can shed light on what’s going on in the atmosphere 

of other planets.

“Understanding the dynamics really requires a global view. This dataset is the 

first time we’ve been able to look at the upper atmosphere from pole to pole 

while also seeing how temperature changes with depth,” said Zarah Brown, 

lead author of the study from the University of Arizona.

In the study, the scientists built a picture of how heat circulates in the 

atmosphere of Saturn, helping understand how auroral electric currents heat 

the upper layers of the planet’s atmosphere and drive winds.

They said the planet’s global wind system can distribute this energy, which is 

initially deposited near the poles toward the equatorial regions, heating them 

to twice the temperatures expected from the Sun’s heating alone.

“The results are vital to our general understanding of planetary upper 

atmospheres, and are an important part of Cassini’s legacy,” said study co-

author Tommi Koskinen from the University of Arizona.

“They help address the question of why the uppermost part of the atmosphere 

is so hot, while the rest of the atmosphere — due to the large distance from 

the Sun – is cold,” Koskinen said.

Measuring the density of Saturn’s atmosphere using data from the Cassini 

mission gave the scientists the information they needed to find the 

temperatures, the study noted.

The scientists said the density decreased with altitude, 

with the rate of decrease depending on temperature. 

They found that temperatures peak near the auroras, indicating that the 

electric currents near the poles heat the upper atmosphere.

Express Tech is now on Telegram. Click here to join our channel (@

expresstechnology) and stay updated with the latest tech news

Density and temperature measurements helped figure out wind speeds, the 

study noted.
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Understanding Saturn’s upper atmosphere, where planet meets space, 

according to the study, is key to understanding space weather and its impact 

on other planets in our solar system and exoplanets around other stars.

“Even though thousands of exoplanets have been found, only the planets in 

our solar system can be studied in this kind of detail. Thanks to Cassini, we 

have a more detailed picture of Saturn’s upper atmosphere right now than 

any other giant planet in the universe,” Brown said.

Missed the Super Pink Moon? Here’s a list of all upcoming 
lunar events in 2020
When a Full Moon or New Moon occurs during perigee (the closest approach 

of Moon to Earth), it is called a Super Moon. Recently we witnessed the Super 

Pink Moon, which is a Super Moon event but since it occurred in the month of 

April, it was called Super Pink Moon since the Full Moon in the month of April 

is known as Pink Moon as per the native American culture.

Unfortunately, there will be no other Super Moon this year because the only 

other such event happened on March 9, 2020. However, there are still some 

lunar events lined up for the year.

Micro Moon

A Micro Moon is the opposite of the Super Moon. It occurs when a Full Moon 

or a New Moon coincides with apogee— the point in the Moon’s orbit that is 

farthest away from Earth. Opposite to a Super Moon, the Micro Moon appears 

smaller than usual and is the least bright since it is further away than its usual 

distance from Earth.

In India, you can witness the Micro Full Moon on October 2 as well as on 

October 31, 2020. The first Micro Moon of the year was a Micro New Moon 

which occurred on March 24.

Blue Moon and Black Moon
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Just like the Pink Moon, the Blue Moon and Black Moon have nothing to do 

with colour. As per timeanddate.com, the third New Moon in a season with 

four New Moons is called a Black Moon and you can spot one on August 19, 

2020. The second Full Moon in a month with two Full Moons is called a Blue 

Moon and you can see one on October 31, 2020.

Scientists spot unusual ozone hole over Arctic: What caused 
it?
Scientists have noticed a strong reduction of ozone concentrations over the 

Arctic. This ‘mini hole’ in the ozone layer is believed to have been caused 

by unusual atmospheric conditions, including freezing temperatures in the 

stratosphere.

The ozone layer is a protective layer of gas in the stratosphere that shields 

Earth from the Sun’s harmful ultraviolet radiation that can otherwise cause 

skin cancer and cataracts along with other environmental issues.

As per a press release shared by the European Space Agency (ESA), 

scientists from the German Aerospace Center (DLR) used data from the 

Copernicus Sentinel-5P satellite to notice the unusually strong depletion of 

ozone over the northern Polar Regions. Mini ozone holes over the North Pole 

aren’t rare, but the depletion over the Arctic this year is much larger compared 

to previous years.

What caused this unusual ozone hole over the Arctic?

As per the ESA, cold temperatures (below -80°C), sunlight, wind fields and 

substances such as chlorofluorocarbons (CFCs) are responsible for the ozone 

layer. Even though both the north and south poles of the planet endure ozone 

losses during winter, the Arctic’s ozone depletion tends to be significantly less 

than Antarctica.

Although Arctic temperatures do not usually fall as low as in Antarctica, this 
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year, powerful winds flowing around the North Pole trapped cold air within 

what is known as the polar vortex— a circling whirlpool of stratospheric 

winds.

“By the end of the polar winter, the first sunlight over the North Pole initiated 

this unusually strong ozone depletion—causing the hole to form. However, its 

size is still small compared to what can usually be observed in the southern 

hemisphere,” the report said.

The extent of the Arctic ozone hole

ESA’s Copernicus Sentinel-5P mission manager Claus Zehner said, “The 

Tropomi total ozone measurements are extending Europe’s capability of the 

continuous global ozone monitoring from space since 1995. In this time, we 

have not witnessed an ozone hole formation of this size over the Arctic.”

Diego Loyola from the German Aerospace Centre said that the Arctic hole is 

expected to be closed again during mid-April 2020.

Ozone recovery

As per the Scientific Assessment of Ozone Depletion data of 2018, the ozone 

layer in parts of the stratosphere has recovered at a rate of 1-3 per cent per 

decade since 2000. “At these projected rates, the Northern Hemisphere and 

mid-latitude ozone is predicted to recover by around 2030, followed by the 

Southern Hemisphere around 2050, and polar regions by 2060,” the report 

said.

When should we blow the shofar?
The novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) has already left a large footprint; it 

has spread itself far and wide. And it is spreading even further. It has killed in 

thousands. A wartime situation prevails. Strangely, we are fighting an invisible 

enemy. And yet our ability to return victorious is not obvious. Especially, when 

we may be able to blow the shofar.
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An infected person can transmit the virus directly to many uninfected persons. 

The larger this number – called the Basic Reproductive Ratio, R0, pronounced 

R-nought – the more contagious is the disease caused by the virus. The faster 

it will spread in the community. R-nought can be viewed as the product of three 

numbers: (1) the number of days an infected person remains infective (that 

is, can infect others), (2) the number of susceptible persons available to infect 

and (3) the chance that a susceptible person gets infected. The easiest way 

to keep R-nought low is to keep ourselves distanced from every other person. 

That way, the chance that a susceptible person gets infected remains low. It 

is not sufficient to distance ourselves only from those who show symptoms of 

infection. We have to continue to distance ourselves from every other person. 

Many apparently normal persons may actually be infected without showing 

symptoms of infection. Therefore, just as R-nought influences the spread of 

COVID-19, our behaviour also influences R-nought.

A person infected with SARS-CoV-2 can remain infective for 10-to-14 days. 

During the initial phases of spread, there will be a large number of uninfected 

persons to infect. For SARS-CoV-2, R-nought has been estimated to be 

between 2 and 3. Let us take the best case scenario. Assume R-nought 

to be 2 and the infective period to be 10 days. Then, the first person will 

infect two others, each of whom will infect two others (22), each of these four 

persons will infect two others (23) and so on. In 10 days, this one infected 

person will have infected 2,046 persons. A person who is infected or has 

recovered cannot be infected again. At least not in the next several months 

or even years. An infection activates the immune system which learns to 

recognize the virus and remembers it. The next time the virus tries to infect 

him, his immune defenses are able to recognise and protect him against 

further infection. Therefore, as the infection spreads, there will be less and 

less number of uninfected persons to infect. An increasing number of persons 

in the community will have gained immunity from having been infected 
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earlier. This is called herd immunity. (If there was a vaccine for SARS-CoV-

2, it would have helped achieve herd immunity without a large number of 

persons being infected. A vaccine simulates the effect of an infection and 

builds immune resistance to the virus. We have eradicated polio in this way.) 

As herd immunity increases in the community, many infected persons will 

not find another person to infect during the entire infective period. R-nought 

will then be less than one, on average. Consequently, there will be few new 

cases arising and existing cases will recover or die. Spread of the disease 

will slow down and the pandemic will end.

COVID-19 may be long-lasting

There is also a related issue to consider. When there is an outbreak, persons 

in the community get symptomatically infected one after another. The length 

of time between appearance of two successive persons with symptoms 

of infection is called the Series Interval. This interval informs us about the 

spreadability of the virus. The shorter this interval, the greater the speed 

of spread through the community. For SARS-CoV-2, the Series Interval is 

between 5 and 7 days. For influenza, this interval is 1.3 days. Therefore, 

influenza spreads four to six times faster than COVID-19. Is this good news 

for us? The answer is no. COVID-19 is spreading through the community 

slowly. Herd immunity will therefore arise slowly. This means that the COVID-

19 pandemic is going to last for a long time.

The current lockdown cannot go on forever. Is there a scientific basis to 

determine when the lockdown may be lifted? Will the lockdown be lifted only 

after everyone in the country becomes immune to the virus? No; we can 

never be sure that everyone has gained immunity. However, if the chance 

that an infected person finds a person to infect is sufficiently low, then the 

virus will stop spreading. Then the lockdown can safely be lifted. This will 

happen if a certain proportion of individuals in the country is immune. This 

proportion is called the “herd immunity threshold.” It is calculated as 1-(1/
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R0). For SARS-CoV-2, R0 is 2 or 3. An R0 of 2 would mean a herd immunity 

threshold of 1-(1/2) or 50%. An R0 of 3 would mean a herd immunity threshold 

of 1-(1/3) or 67%. We should play safe. Therefore, lockdown can be safely 

lifted if about two-thirds of our population attains immunity to the virus. But 

how would we know that two-third of our citizens has gained immunity. We 

need to estimate this proportion by testing our citizens selected randomly and 

in large numbers. Surveillance testing in communities has now been initiated 

in India. We hope that the results of these tests will be used to determine 

when to blow the shofar.

A policy is immediately required

Daily wage earners are now unable to earn their daily bread. Families are 

going hungry. Enforcement of the lockdown is leading to clashes — of citizens 

with the police, between groups of villagers and so on. Yet lifting the lockdown 

before herd immunity threshold is achieved will be disastrous. However, a 

hungry person does not have the luxury of being mindful about personal and 

public health arising from this virus. Either food has to be provided by the 

Government and by those of us who can afford, or we will have to soften the 

lockdown and allow them to work. Certainly, all large gatherings — including 

religious and political gatherings — must continue to be banned. If distancing 

can be maintained and the net of symptom-monitoring and community-testing 

can be cast more widely, then allowing a minority of our citizens to work even 

during the period of lockdown may be a socially viable option. A policy is 

immediately required.

A compromise

It may be extremely difficult for us to ensure, as science dictates, that two-

third of all our citizens have gained immunity. We may identify geographical 

regions where COVID-19 appears to be affecting people in large numbers. 

In these regions, lockdown may be extended, surveillance-testing intensified 

and spread of the infection more strictly monitored. Infected persons should 
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be isolated. Further, contract tracing — identification and listing of persons 

in close contact with an infected person, testing to identify infected persons 

among contacts and isolating them or, if testing of all contacts is infeasible, 

isolating all contacts and following them up for signs of infection — will serve 

to reduce the likelihood of infection. Thereby R-nought will be reduced in that 

region. If the spread of the infection from these high-intensity regions can be 

arrested, then there will be an overall reduction of infection in the country. Of 

course, surveillance-testing and deep monitoring should continue at some 

level throughout our country to identify new pockets of high-intensity that may 

arise whether or not the general lockdown is lifted on April 14th.

Apollo 13 in Real Time: Relive the disaster that failed moon 
landing 50 years ago
NASA’s manned space mission Apollo 13 failed to reach the moon in 1970 but 

succeeded in saving the lives of three astronauts on-board the spacecraft. After 

50 years of the mission, the space agency is letting us relive the event at the 

same pace they occurred back then. You can head over to its “Apollo 13 in 

Real Time” website to get the experience.

Apollo 13 was NASA’s seventh crewed mission in the Apollo space program 

and the third one that was supposed to land on the Moon. The mission was 

launched from Kennedy Space Centre on April 11, 1970, aboard Saturn V SA-

508 rocket, but unfortunately, the oxygen tank in the service module failed two 

days into the mission and the lunar landing was aborted.

Apollo 13 in Real Time

NASA’s apolloinrealtime.org/13 lets users relive the events from 50 years ago. 

The real-time elements include all mission control film footage as well as an 

all mission control audio of 7,200 hours.

The experience also includes all on-board television and film footage together 
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with 144 hours of space-to-ground audio and all on-board recorder audio. 

The “Apollo 13 in Real Time” not only showcases 600+ photographs from the 

mission but also lets you witness the press conferences as they happened 

back then.

Aside from that, the website lets you see searchable transcript as well as 

the post-mission commentary. You can join in by clicking at the “T-Minus 

1M” button to join at “1 minute to launch” and relive the whole experience. 

Alternatively, you can select a specific moment in the mission and watch it 

from there.

The replay of the launch began at 12:13 pm PT, synchronised with the original 

event on April 11, 1970, but you can start the event anytime. Also, if you start 

at T-Minus 1M, you will have to way 56 hours after launch for the oxygen 

tank explosion— the moment of the disaster which threatened the lives of 

the astronauts and ended the mission’s plan to reach the moon.

You can directly jump to this specific event in the mission by checking the 

“mission milestones” list. Notably, the Apollo 13 took place less than a year 

after the Apollo 11 mission succeeded in landing humans on the moon for 

the first time.

Bizarre exoplanet was a giant planet that lost its gas: What 
does it mean?
The interiors of gas giants like Jupiter and Saturn remain poorly understood, 

but it may change very soon. Scientists claim that a previously found 

exoplanet, which is 40 times more massive than Earth, could be the remnant 

core of a giant planet. This opens up the window of opportunity to shed light 

on what the mysterious cores of giant planets look like.

A new study accepted by journal Nature and led by David Armstrong of the 

University of Warwick in England suggests that the exoplanet TOI-849b may 
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be the remnant core of a giant planet or a giant planet in the making whose 

growth stalled.

Exoplanet TOI-849b

NASA’s Transiting Exoplanet Survey Satellite (TESS) first detected the 

exoplanet TOI-849b in 2018. La Silla Observatory in Chile helped confirm its 

existence later on. The exoplanet orbits the sun-like star TOI-849, which is 

about 730 light-years from Earth.

The exoplanet TOI-849b has around the same diameter as that of Neptune, 

which is around 3.45 times that of Earth. It circles its star in a fast, tight orbit 

at the distance of just 1.5 per cent of an astronomical unit (AU), the average 

distance between Earth and Sun that is around 150 million kilometres. TOI-

849b takes only 18.4 hours to complete a revolution around its sun TOI-

849.

“There are not a lot of planets in this in-between place, so to see a planet this 

size this close to a star is pretty cool,” Sean Raymond, an astrophysicist at 

the Observatory of Bordeaux in France told Space.com.

What happened to the gas giant’s atmosphere?

As per previous models, nascent planets that have a mass more than 10 

to 20 times that of Earth should have strong enough gravitational fields to 

gobble up huge amounts of material from the protoplanetary disks of gas 

and dust that surround their newborn stars, thus swelling up to become gas 

giants similar to Jupiter or Saturn.

Scientists believe that even though TOI-849b orbits so close to its star, 

heating alone might not be responsible for the gas giant’s atmosphere losing 

all its weight. They believe that TOI-849b could have collided with other 

giant planets or the gravity of its star could have peeled off much of its gas 

envelope.

Another possible explanation forwarded by scientists is that the planet could 

have formed later when much of its system’s protoplanetary disk was gone. 
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There is also a possibility of TOI-849b forming in orbit around its star carving 

off all the material available to it for its growth within the protoplanetary disk.

Hydroxychloroquine does not reduce viral load, randomised 
trial shows
Results of a randomised, control trial using hydroxychloroquine drug in 150 

COVID-19 patients show that the drug does not reduce the viral load even 

on day 28. Seventy-five patients got the drug and standard of care while the 

remaining got only standard of care. Patients were given 1,200 mg of the drug 

for three days followed by 800 mg daily for two and three weeks in patients 

with mild/moderate and severe symptoms, respectively.

First randomised trial

Researchers from the Shanghai Jiao Tong University School of Medicine, 

Shanghai, who led the team say that in contrast to other trials that have shown 

good results, the randomised trial did not show that hydroxychloroquine 

drug was able to suppress viral replication. This is the first trail using 

hydroxychloroquine where patients have been randomised to receive either 

the drug or just standard of care.However, patients who got the drug did show 

quicker alleviation of clinical symptoms, possibly through anti-inflammatory 

properties and improvement in white blood cell count. The drug did not cause 

any serious adverse effects in patients. But some patients did experience 

adverse effects.

The most common adverse event in patients who got the drug was diarrhoea 

(10%).

The results were posted in preprint server MedRxiv . Preprints are yet to be 

peer-reviewed and published in scientific journals.

Patients (mean age 46 years; 55% males) were enrolled at 16 government-

designated COVID-19 treatment centres in three provinces — Hubei, Henan 
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and Anhui — between February 11 and 29, 2020.

During the trial, specimens were taken from the upper and/or lower respiratory 

tract on the day of screening and during treatment and post-treatment follow-

up.

The authors say that the dosage used in the trial was meant to reach the 

50% effective concentrations of hydroxychloroquine against the virus. “It is 

not likely to have additional anti-viral effects by further escalating dosage,” 

they write.

In the case of COVID-19, systemic inflammation or cytokine storm is the driver 

of disease progression and death. Substantial reduction in white blood cell 

count and increase in inflammatory response have generally been observed 

in patients who have eventually progressed and died. The researchers 

observed “moderate increase” in while blood cell count and “significantly 

greater reduction” in the marker for inflammation. These effects were seen 

after fifth day of treatment and continued till the end of the treatment.

Clinical benefits

“These encouraging results suggest clinical benefits of adding 

hydroxychloroquine into the current standard management to limit inflammatory 

response, which is the key to prevent systemic inflammation and subsequent 

multiple organ failure and death,” they write. “The shorter time to alleviate the 

symptoms might be useful for preventing disease progression.”

IIT Bombay develops IT solutions to help with physical 
distancing
Software can greatly help with the demands of physical distancing 

necessitated by the COVID-19 pandemic, and IIT Bombay members have 

developed some interesting solutions. One involves a platform named World 

Wide Help (WWH) which can be used to connect people seeking medical 
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help with helpers, such as doctors. The other is a system to generate e-

tokens that can be deployed by local markets and small vendors to ensure 

physical distancing.

Patients and helpers

The WWH platform can be used with an app or a phone. The user simply calls 

a dedicated number and can input basic data such as the age of the person 

in need of help and whom they wish to solicit help from. They can supply the 

phone number, too. This is registered as a task in the app and assigned to a 

primary helper who is a junior doctor or medicare professional. Further, the 

task may be re-designated by the primary helper to a senior doctor, who is 

the second level of helper. Or the primary helper may settle the issue through 

a phone call.

The platform has seen a few deployments in the last two years (for providing 

agricultural advice, nutrition advice, career counselling advice and so on). “It 

is mature, but each deployment requires its own customisation… the bottom 

of the pyramid do not have the resources or may not have the digital literacy 

for this. Hence a low-cost, phone-based solution with humans in the loop 

to make information access more easy for this population is in order,” says 

Kameswari Chebrolu who along with M.Tech students in the Department of 

Computer Science built up WWH.

The technology aspect was not as challenging as the need-assessment and 

promotion of the platform. Ma and Shishu Poshan, a helpline that provides 

nutrition and breast-feeding support for mothers and infants has been using 

this platform already. Now the group is in talks with King Edward Memorial 

hospital, Mumbai, to put it to use.

“A few other features we are currently looking to integrate it with Whatsapp 

and support for video conferencing,” says Dr Chebrolu.

Vegetable market

Every Tuesday and Friday, between 2.00 pm and 8.00 pm, the consumer 
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society vegetable market opens at IIT Bombay. As is expected, people may 

need to crowd the market to pick up their fruits and vegetables.

To avoid this crowding, along with the email that informs the residents of the 

opening of the market, a link is sent.

Clicking on this link generates an e-token for the user. This email is sent to 

approximately 1,000 households in the campus. The e-token is a number that 

informs the users of their places in the queue. By checking a link provided in 

the email, the user can check the status of their token – if it is close to their 

turn, they can move to the market and pick up what they want.

“We also wanted to adapt this to people who were not comfortable with 

emails, such as senior citizens,” says Bhaskar Raman, from the Computer 

Science department, who developed this system. “Hence, we made it so that 

the e-tokens are always even in number. Those who are challenged by the 

system can call and pick up a physical token which is an odd number. They 

can at least do this till they learn how the system,” he adds.

This system is also being used in IIT Bhilai where some students who were 

unable to go back during the lockdown have to be organised to collect food 

from canteens, he explained.

Dr. Raman is in talks with Prof. K. V. Subrahmanyam of Chennai Mathematical 

Institute, and the two, along with their students, plan to develop an app that 

will generalise this for use by small vendors and shopkeepers.

“Because of the lockdown, people want to order online, hence small vendors 

may tend to lose out, and this app can avoid that,” he explains.

Substantial coronavirus spread seen before symptoms show 
up
In a study published recently, researchers found that people infected with 

novel coronavirus (SARS-CoV-2) start shedding the virus and therefore 
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transmitting it to others before symptoms show up. The infectiousness 

begins at least two days before the person exhibits symptoms. The study 

says that substantial proportion of transmission probably occurs even before 

first symptoms appear in the infected person.

The work was done by a team led by Gabriel M. Leung from the School of 

Public Health at the University of Hong Kong and the results were published 

in the journal Nature Medicine.

Studying 77 infector-infectee pairs — pairs of people who passed on the 

infection and those who got infected — from publicly available sources, the 

researchers estimate that 44% of secondary cases were infected when the 

person was yet to show symptoms.

The researchers used information on the timing of symptom onsets in 

transmission pairs to infer the infectiousness profile of people with COVID-19 

and found “substantial transmission potential” before symptom onset. Since 

most cases were isolated soon after they showed symptoms, the possibility 

of virus spread after symptoms showed up was prevented.

Tracing contacts

The study suggest that efforts to track down contacts of people with 

coronavirus infection should include people who have come in contact with 

the infected person not just after symptoms show up but at least two-three 

days before the person exhibited symptoms.

In the case of the 2003 SARS, infectiousness increased seven-10 days 

after symptom onset. Hence, virus spread can be reduced once the infected 

person is quarantined soon after symptoms show up. In contrast, influenza 

is characterised by increased infectiousness shortly around or even before 

symptom onset. This makes it difficult to contain the spread by isolating 

people who have come in contact with the infected person after the person 

exhibited symptoms.

Two clusters
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According to a preprint posted on MedRxiv server on March 8, the pre-

symptomatic transmission was high in two clusters — Tianjin in China which 

is a shopping mall cluster consisting of 45 cases, and Grace Assembly of 

God cluster in Singapore consisting of 25 cases. In the case of the Singapore 

cluster the pre-symptomatic transmission was 48% , while it was 62% for the 

Tianjin cluster.

Explaining the high prevalence of pre-symptomatic transmission in these two 

clusters, Prof. Leung writes in Nature Medicine : “Places with active case 

finding would tend to have a higher proportion of presymptomatic transmission, 

mainly due to quick quarantine of close contacts and isolation, thus reducing 

the probability of secondary spread later on in the course of illness.” According 

to the authors, where immediate contact tracing and quarantine is not possible, 

a lower proportion of pre-symptomatic transmission will be seen.

Viral loads

The researchers collected samples (nose swabs) from 94 coronavirus 

patients who were admitted to the Guangzhou Eighth People’s Hospital in 

China from January 21 to February 14. They detected high viral loads soon 

after symptoms showed up, which then declined by day 21. They say based 

on analysis the viral shedding may begin two-three days prior to symptoms 

appearance and then decrease gradually.

When one person can infect 2.5 people, contact tracing and quarantine alone 

are “less likely to be successful” if more than 30% of transmission occurred 

before symptom onset, they write. But contact tracing can be still effective in 

preventing the spread if people who came in contact with the infected person 

two-three days prior to symptom onset are also located and quarantined, as 

was done in Hong Kong and mainland China since late February.

They caution that even when mitigation measures such as lockdown are in 

place, contact tracing would still has an important role to play, particularly 

in the case of super-spreading events that may occur in high-risk settings 
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including nursing homes or hospitals.

Since the proportion of pre-symptomatic transmission is substantial, 

maintaining hand hygiene and physical distancing can play an important role 

in containing virus-spread in the community.

The COVID-19 virus and its polyproteins
What makes up the virus and how drugs act on it?

Every day, we hear about the novel coronavirus, how it is easily infecting 

and transmitting itself from people to people, and how scientists and medical 

experts are waging a war against its spread. We also hear how different 

this is from bacteria, and why treating people with antibacterial drugs may 

not help wipe this out. What then is the difference between a virus and a 

bacterium? Well, bacteria are alive. Each bacterial cell has its own machinery 

to reproduce itself. Take a bacterial cell, and put it in a solution containing 

nutrients, it grows itself and multiplies in millions. The genes in the cells 

(genome, made up of DNA molecules, the information contained in which is 

transcribed as a message to the messenger molecules called RNA), and the 

message therein is translated into action molecules called proteins, which 

are the foot-soldiers that help the growth and multiplication of the bacterium. 

Coronaviruses do not have DNA as their genome, but RNA; in other words, 

they can only translate and not transcribe. Thus, they are ‘dead’, unable to 

renew and grow themselves; they need help. This they achieve by infecting 

‘host cells’ which they bind to, and multiply by the millions. With no host cell 

to help, a virus is simply a dead storage box.

The polyprotein strategy

Upon infection, the entire RNA with its 33,000 bases is translated in one shot 

as a long tape of amino acid sequences. Since this long chain contains several 

proteins within it, it is called a “polyprotein” sequence. One needs to analyse 
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this long chain, find the relevant proteins, isolate and study what each of them 

does in helping infection. (Scientists call the polyprotein a ‘single reading 

frame’, containing several ‘open reading frames’, namely those that contain 

a start code and end with a stop code, each containing the relevant protein 

to be expressed by the host cell). This strategy allows the viral genome to be 

compact, and express the protein when the need arises. This is somewhat 

like a thrifty individual who keeps his money in a fixed deposit in a bank, and 

withdraws chosen amounts as the demand arises. For the virus, the demand 

is to multiply upon infecting the host. No demand, no withdrawal, no infection, 

no multiplication!

As the recent review by Yu Chen and colleagues from China in the Journal 

of Medical Virology points out (https://doi.org/10.1002/jmv.25681), COVID19 

has RNA-based genomes and subgenomes in its polyprotein sequence, 

that code for the spike protein (S), the membrane protein (M), the envelope 

protein (E), and the nucleocapsidprotein (N, which covers the viral cell nuclear 

material) - all of which are needed for the architecture of the virus. In addition 

to these, there are special structural and accessory proteins, called non-

structural proteins (NSP), indeed 16 of them, which serve specific purposes 

for infection and viral multiplication.

How the drugs work

We thus have a large set of proteins in the virus, against which a number of 

potential molecules and drugs can be tried to interfere and stop the production 

of these viral proteins. Indeed, this has been tried to advantage by several 

recent publications during the last month alone. One of them has attempted to 

target the translation of the key enzyme RDRp in the virus, whose production 

was stopped by the drug Remdesavir. Three studies from the US, Germany 

and China have come up with methods to stop the production of the enzyme 

(called CL3pro, also called as Mpro) which is needed to make the spike (S 

protein). And the paper by Yu Chen et al, quoted above lists as many as 
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16 NSPs in the viral polyprotein, which can be targeted by potential drug 

molecules. (And Dr PandurangaRao from Boston is quoted as stating that 

the enzyme nsp12 to be a high-value target).

It is important in this context to cite the longstanding excellent work being 

done by an Indian researcher, Thanigaimalai Pillaiyar (what an auspicious 

name- in homage to the street he was born in the village, he was born in 

Thiruvannamalai district in Tamilnadu!), who is settled as a medicinal chemist 

working at the University of Bonn, Germany since 2013. In a paper full of 

insight, which he published in 2015-16, titled: ‘An overview of SARS-CoV 3CL 

protease inhibitors: peptidometrics and small molecule chemotherapy’, that 

appeared in Journal of Medicinal Chemistry, 2016, 59 (6595-6628)(10.1021/

acs.jmedchem.5b01461). In this paper, he used the X-ray crystal structure 

of a related virus TGEV (Transmissible Gastroenteritis Virus), found by 3D 

modelling a key enzyme of the SARS-CoV, called Chymotrypsin-like Cysteine 

Protease (3CLpro) also called the main protease (Mpro), and found that this 

enzyme fits into the virus structure in a lock and key manner. The next step 

after this molecular modelling was to find drugs that can deactivate this binding 

and thus inhibit the SARS-CoV from infecting. A total of about 160 known 

drugs were predicted to be of value with varying efficiency. Recall that this 

prediction and the drug list was suggested by him before the crystal structure 

(or the cryo-electron microscopy of COVID-19 was known) 3-4 years later! 

Pillaiyar and coworkers have updated their findings in their recent paper in 

January 2020, in the journal Drug Discovery Today (https://doi.org.10.1016/

j.drudis.2020.01.015).

India is well versed with expertise in the area of organic and medicinal 

chemistry since the last 90 years and in manufacturing quality drug molecules, 

and exporting them for use at home and across the world since the 1970 

patents act of India. Our expertise today, in both the public and private sector, 

includes not just synthesizing made-to-order molecules, but has added new 
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methods involving computer modeling of target proteins from bacteria and 

viruses, homology modelling, drug design, repurposing of drugs, and other 

methods. (It is worth noting that Dr. Pillaiyar has active collaboration for quite 

some time with Sangeetha Meenakshisundaram at the Srikrishna College 

of Engineering and Technology, Coimbatore, and Manoj Manickam at the 

PSG Institute of Technology and Applied Research, also at Coimbatore). The 

CSIR has taken upon itself the express task of coming out with molecules 

and methods to counter the dreaded virus, and we have every hope that they 

will succeed in the nearest future!

NASA announces first SpaceX crewed flight for May 27
A SpaceX rocket will send two American astronauts to the International Space 

Station on May 27, NASA announced  , the first crewed spaceflight from the 

US in nearly a decade.

“On May 27, @NASA will once again launch American astronauts on 

American rockets from American soil!” Jim Bridenstine, head of the National 

Aeronautics and Space Administration, said in a tweet Since July 2011, 

the United States has relied on Russian Soyuz rockets to send American 

astronauts to the ISS.

The US space agency had been aiming to conduct the crewed mission in 

May and is sticking with the plan despite the global coronavirus pandemic. 

Astronauts Robert Behnken and Douglas Hurley will fly to the ISS on a SpaceX 

Falcon 9 rocket aboard a Crew Dragon spacecraft also built by SpaceX, the 

company founded by tech entrepreneur Elon Musk.

They will lift off at 4:32 pm (2032 GMT) on May 27 from historic launch pad 

39A, the same one used for the Apollo and space shuttle missions, at the 

Kennedy Space Center in Florida, NASA said. Behnken and Hurley have 

been training for years for the mission, which would move the United States 
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closer to no longer being reliant on Russia for crewed flights.

The Crew Dragon capsule is a modified version of SpaceX’s Dragon capsule 

which has been used to send supplies to the ISS since 2012. It will take 

approximately 24 hours after liftoff for them to dock with the ISS. The length of 

their stay aboard the ISS has not been determined. One American astronaut 

and two Russian cosmonauts are currently aboard the ISS.

The May mission will be a milestone for NASA, which has had trouble turning 

the page on the space shuttle era. Shuttles transported American astronauts 

into space for three decades but two of them also blew up. After abandoning 

the shuttle, NASA turned to private industry to develop its next generation 

spacecraft and SpaceX and Boeing have been competing on rolling out a 

crewed capsule. SpaceX came up with Crew Dragon and Boeing the Starliner 

but the Starliner suffered a setback in December during a test run.

SpaceX is now poised to become the first private company to send astronauts 

into space. In March, Musk’s Crew Dragon capsule made a round trip to the 

ISS, which is in orbit more than 250 miles (400 kilometres) above Earth, 

with a mannequin on board, before returning to the Atlantic after six days in 

space. SpaceX has made the trip 15 times since 2012, but only to refuel the 

station.

NASA released a colour-enhanced picture of the Jupiter’s 
atmosphere
As the largest planet orbiting the Sun, Jupiter holds the reputation of being 

a body that has a profound influence on the solar system. NASA’s Juno 

spacecraft is currently studying the gas giant’s gravitational and magnetic 

fields among other things including its vast magnetosphere, aurora, and the 

swirling clouds of its atmosphere.

The space agency recently shared a picture (21MB in size) of the elaborate 
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atmospheric jets in Jupiter’s northern mid-latitude region on a website 

dedicated to the Juno mission. Citizen scientist Kevin M Gill processed this 

JunoCam image, which was taken on April 10, 2020, as the Juno spacecraft 

performed its 26th close flyby of the planet.

“At the time the image was taken, the spacecraft was about 5,375 miles 

(8,650 kilometres) from Jupiter’s cloud tops at latitude of about 50 degrees 

north. The spacecraft was travelling about 127,000 mph (204,000 kilometres 

per hour) relative to the planet at that time,” NASA said.

According to the space agency, this detailed colour-enhanced image (shared 

above) reveals a complex topography in Jupiter’s cloud tops. Upon a closer 

look, we can spot relatively small and bright “pop-up” clouds that rise above 

the surrounding features and stand out at the tops and edges of the swirling 

patterns.

Here are some other colour-enhanced pictures of Jupiter that look like modern 

art portrait:

Gravitational waves from unequal mass black holes 
detected
In a first, a team of astronomers has detected gravitational waves emerging 

from the merger of two Binary Black Holes (BBH) with significantly unequal 

masses.

Named GW190412, the merger was collectively detected on April 19, last 

year. The highly-sensitive signals were detected using Laser Interferometer 

Gravitational wave Observatory (LIGO) and Virgo, located in the US and Italy, 

respectively.

It was 2015 when gravitational waves were first detected on Earth and since 

then, observatories have been scanning the skies for more traces in the form 

of some signals.
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However all discoveries of BBH mergers, by far, were those involving black 

holes of comparable or near equal masses, making this detection a rare 

event.

Couples of weeks after these detectors were up and functioning for the third 

operational cycle in April 2019, they picked up gravitational waves emerging 

from this merged BBH, believed to be located some 2.3 billion light years 

away from earth.

While one of the components weighed 30 solar mass, the other was nearly 

3.6 times lighter, and weighed just about 8 solar mass. The duo is said to 

be unique in the manner that they merged, confirming that astrophysical 

BBH comprises systems with unequal masses, knowledge of which was only 

limited to theories till date.

Moreover, the difference in masses of the two BBH union sent out 

gravitational waves with subtle variations in the form of higher ‘harmonics’ in 

the waveform.

“These variations, which appear as higher ‘harmonics’ in the waveform, have 

been observed for the first time in this event,” read the official statement 

issued by Caltech.

What this essentially means is that, the mass difference produces specific 

signal modulations, as predicted by theory.

“In fact, the mass imbalance produces an unusually high intensity of 

gravitational radiation in the so-called ‘Higher Order Modes’, which were 

detectable in GW190412 and provide yet another confirmation of the validity 

of Einstein’s General Relativity,” read the statement released by Virgo  .

The possibility of more such mergers involving unequal BBHs in future cannot 

be ruled out, said Somak Raychaudhury, director of the Inter University Centre 

for Astronomy and Astrophysics (IUCAA), which is one of the Indian institutes 

involved in gravitational wave research representing the Indian consortium of 

LIGO.
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“It is under extremely complicated scenarios that BBH mergers occur. These 

mergers could be a result of several possibilities. Since we have, so far, 

detected mergers of equal mass BBHs, it looks like those of unequal masses 

are more rarer. But, we will need more number of detections to comment 

authoritatively.”

Theoretically, such variations in signal were expected and the gravitational 

wave scientists had ensured to keep the detectors fine-tuned to discover 

these signals early on, Tarun Souradeep, senior physicist and LIGO India 

spokesperson, told The Indian Express.

“As we detect more such mergers with rare BBHs combinations, we may 

stumble upon fast spinning ones, which have not been seen so far,” said 

Souradeep.

The operations of LIGO and Virgo were suspended on March 26, following the 

outbreak of COVID-19. As per the original schedule, the cycle was scheduled 

till the end of April, before shutting down temporarily for an upgrade planned 

over the next one year.

Here’s how to celebrate Earth Day without leaving home
Earth Day, first celebrated 50-years ago in 1970, is an annual event that 

is observed around the world on April 22 to demonstrate support for the 

environment protection and includes events coordinated globally by the 

Earth Day Network in more than 193 countries.

As we all are stuck at home because of the COVID-19 pandemic, this year’s 

Earth Day is different from other year’s celebrations. That is why the National 

Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA) has made an online toolkit to 

help you celebrate Earth Day 2020 at your home.

The 50th anniversary Earth Day toolkit includes an online quiz, videos, 

posters and other resources created specifically for this year’s event. “Fifty 
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years ago, people around the world celebrated the first Earth Day (April 22, 

1970). Organizers selected dates and planned activities specifically to engage 

young people in the growing environmental awareness movement,” NASA 

said in a statement.

“As most of us observe Earth Day at Home this year, NASA has pulled 

together a variety of resources from across the agency into this online toolkit,” 

it added.

All the NASA resources are free and available to everyone including teachers, 

students, parents, civic leaders, and museums. The space agency is also 

encouraging people to share photos on social media marking the 50th 

anniversary of the Earth Day with hashtag #EarthDayAtHome.

“To help us build a virtual sense of community as we mark Earth Day apart, 

we encourage you to share on social media photos and images of how you 

marked the 50th anniversary, using the hashtag #EarthDayAtHome,” it said.

NASA’s Earth Day resources include material from NASA Science Mission 

Directorate, global climate change lessons, culture-based climate science 

educational resources, NASA Wavelength, NASA STEM (Science, Technology, 

Engineering, Math) Engagement, NASA Space Place, and much more. You 

can find the complete set of resources right here.

NASA, USGS release detailed geological map of the moon
United States Geological Survey (USGS) in partnership with NASA and the 

Lunar Planetary Institute has released a new comprehensive map of the 

Moon, called the ‘Unified Geologic Map of the Moon’. It states that this new 

map will serve as the “definitive blueprint of the Moon’s surface geology for 

future human missions.”

The new map showcases the Moon in a 1:50,00,000-scale size, and is being 

claimed to come handy to researchers, scientists, students and the general 
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public. It will come handy to NASA very soon, considering that it is planning 

to send astronauts once again to the moon after a long time, by 2024.

The Unified Geologic Map of the Moon is currently available on USGS’s official 

website. The organisation claims that it will come handy to understand the 

surface of the Moon. It adds that the map will also help researchers learn the 

history behind the formations located on the Moon’s surface.

The map has been created with the help of the information gathered from 

six Apollo-era regional maps. That’s not it, it also uses data from recently 

held satellite missions to the Moon. Thus providing the public with the most 

updated and accurate map of the Moon available of now.

USGS used all of the data sets acquired by them to draw up the final map. 

Apart from this, the organisation also unified the description of the rock layers, 

to bring consistency to the names and ages of the rocks.

The USGS website is also hosting a public domain video, showcasing a 

rotating globe of the new Unified Geologic Map of the Moon. The shaded 

topography seen has been made with the help of the Lunar Orbiter Laser 

Altimeter (LOLA).

The near side of the Moon, which is the most explored side can be seen full of 

pink colours that show the Imbrian era formation. This formation according to 

the USGS took place around 3.5 billion years ago, when the Moon’s surface 

was hit by many asteroids, causing irregular formations.

Corey Fortezzo, a geologist at USGS and the lead author behind the study 

has said that, “this map is a culmination of a decades-long project.” And 

that “it provides vital information for new scientific studies by connecting the 

exploration of specific sites on the moon with the rest of the lunar surface.”
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First merger of two black holes with unequal masses 
detected
For the first time since it started functioning, the gravitational wave 

observatories at LIGO scientific collaboration have detected a merger of two 

unequal-mass black holes. The event, dubbed GW190412, was detected 

nearly a year ago, and this is almost five years after the first ever detection of 

gravitational wave signals by these powerful detectors. Subsequent analysis 

of the signal coming from the violent merger showed that it involved two black 

holes of unequal masses coalescing, one of which was some 30 times the 

mass of the Sun and the other which had a mass nearly 8 times the solar 

mass. The actual merger took place at a distance of 2.5 billion light years 

away. This study has been published in preprint server ArXiv, and is pending 

peer review.

The detected signal’s waveform has special extra features in it when it 

corresponds to the merger of two unequal-sized black holes as compared 

with a merger of equal-sized black holes. These features make it possible to 

infer many more things about the characters in this celestial drama, namely, 

a more accurate determination of the distance from the event, the spin or 

angular momentum of the more massive black hole and the orientation of the 

whole event with respect to viewers on Earth.

While the mass of the black hole bends the space-time close to it, the spin or 

angular momentum of this inscrutable object drags the nearby space-time, 

causing it to swirl around, along with it. Hence both these properties are 

important to estimate.

Crucial difference

Pointing out the difference between binary black holes with equal masses 

and those with different masses, K.G. Arun of Chennai Mathematical Institute 

(CMI), says, ”Dominant emission of gravitational waves happens at twice 

the orbital frequency of the binary… In this case, we find, for the first time, 
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emission at a frequency that is three times the orbital frequency. This emission 

is negligible when binaries contain equal masses and when the orbit is face-

on. GR has a unique prediction for the details of this emission which is verified 

by this observation.”

Anand Sengupta of IIT Gandhinagar, along with Prof. Arun and Phd scholar 

Soumen Roy from IIT Gandhinagar made important contributions to this 

analysis. The trio worked on the contribution to the signal from higher harmonics 

which form a fainter component to the signal. “Following this a sophisticated 

statistical analysis was performed to measure the strength of the sub-

dominant component and its statistical significance, by calculating the odds 

that it was not a false positive. For instance, that it was not some instrumental 

noise mimicking this effect,” says Prof. Sengupta. “The asymmetry in the 

masses made the feeble higher harmonic component better ‘heard’, leading 

to its unambiguous detection,” he adds.

Also, in the case of the merger of unequal black holes, the spin of the more 

massive black hole can be determined from the extra features in the signal 

waveform. “The spin of the heavier black hole plays a more prominent role 

in the dynamics of the binary. Hence, it leaves a stronger imprint on the 

waveform, making it easy to measure,” says Prof. Arun.

A second Indian team consisting of researchers from ICTS-TIFR, Bengaluru, 

verified the consistency of the signal with the prediction of General 

Relativity.

The existence of higher harmonics was itself a prediction of General 

Relativity.

Stop villainising bats, say scientists, conservationists
Unverified news and social media posts linking bats to the COVID-19 

outbreak have led to widespread antipathy and there have been increasing 
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incidents of the public destroying bat roosts and smoking them out. To raise 

awareness, 64 chiropterologists (those who study bats) from six South Asian 

countries have released a document clarifying the myths about bats and 

strongly affirming that bats do not spread COVID-19.

They also clarify that the bat coronaviruses (BtCoV) found in two species of 

Indian bats (in a recent Indian Council of Medical Research study) are not the 

same as SARS-CoV-2 and cannot cause COVID-19.

“Human activities and encroaching upon wildlife habitats puts us at risk of 

encountering new viruses. We need to modify human practices to prevent 

the emergence of new pathogens.”, says Arinjay Banerjee, a postdoctoral 

researcher at McMaster University, Canada in the release. He studies bat 

viruses and was part of the team that isolated the COVID-19 virus.

Origin unknown

The researchers write that the exact origin of SARS-CoV-2 is still unknown 

and it is premature to blame bats or any other animal for the pandemic.

“Killing bats and destroying their habitats can be more harmful as this can 

lead to bats spreading out their habitat. We should remember that all wild 

animals harbour viruses and it is very biased and unfair to point fingers only 

at bats. If we keep destroying habitats there are changes of the spread of 

other viruses from other animals to humans,” explains Harish Prakash, Ph.D. 

scholar, at the Centre for Ecological Sciences, Indian Institute of Science, 

Bengaluru, to The Hindu.

The researchers and conservationists highlight that bats perform vital 

ecosystem services such as pollination, pest control, and provide intangible 

economic benefits.

They urge the governments of South Asian countries to strengthen the legal 

framework to protect bats. As only two species (out of 128) are protected by 

law in India, the researchers ask the government to reconsider and reinforce 

the laws governing bat conservation.
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They write: “The current pandemic is an outcome of the ongoing ecological 

destruction, increasing intensification of livestock farming and wildlife trade. 

We request the media to not oversimplify scientific evidence, to emphasise 

the role of humans in disease outbreaks, and to highlight the importance of 

coexistence with bats in urban landscapes.”

Witnessing the future through the lockdown
The nationwide lockdown, and halting of most economic activities as a way 

to combat the novel coronavirus has brought about significant improvements 

in air quality across the country, albeit in the short term.

However, this phase of good air quality is lending itself as a real-life experiment 

to determine the lowest achievable pollution levels possible in a very long 

time. Attaining blue skies in a short period of about two weeks has allowed us 

to take a long view of the problem, the multiple sources of air pollution and to 

imagine a future with clean air. It has allowed us to understand clearly which 

solutions will work, how, and at what scale.

Fall in pollutant levels

Central Pollution Control Board data analysed from the last two weeks 

indicates a sudden reduction in pollutant levels across the country, including 

in some of the most polluted cities. Due to stringent travel restrictions, 

shutting of most industries and halting commercial and construction activity, 

the impact of air quality improvements has become immediately visible within 

and outside the cities.

Delhi, across its 35 monitoring locations, has recorded a drop of 44% in 

PM2.5 levels between March 24 and April 6. Noida and Gurugram have 

recorded similarly large and rapid decreases of 51% in their PM2.5 levels 

and 55% in PM10 levels. Other capital cities, such as Mumbai, Bengaluru 

and Lucknow have reported a decrease in the range of 18% to 30% during 
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the lockdown period.

It is also notable that the decrease in particulate levels is the same if we 

compare the two week period (March 24 to April 6) between 2019 and 2020. 

Delhi NCR registers a drastic decline of 65%-70% in PM10 values compared 

with 2019 mainly due to construction activity coming to a grinding halt.

Also, Delhi, Mumbai, Bengaluru and Kolkata, and even smaller cities such 

as Jaipur and Guwahati, have recorded significant drop in nitrogen dioxide 

(NO2) concentration, ranging from 53-68%, which is largely related to a 

dramatic decline in vehicle movement. Mumbai, with the maximum COVID-19 

hotspots, stands out with a 68% drop in NOX during the two week lockdown 

period in which data has been collected. Compared to last year, Kanpur has 

registered a drop of 83% in NOX pointing to most vehicles going off the road 

during the lockdown.

Sulphur dioxide, another polluting gas, mostly released by burning of coal, 

oil and gas, either in vehicles or in power plants and other industries, also 

registered a big drop. In Pune, SO2 level was 44% less during the lockdown, 

as compared to the week before. For the same time, readings in Ahmedabad, 

Mumbai, Hyderabad and Kolkata were roughly a quarter less, coinciding 

with reduced industrial activity and transport emissions.

Major sources

The National Clean Air Programme aims for an improvement of 20%-30% 

in the air quality by 2024, taking 2017 as the base year. It is necessary to 

address all major sources including transport, industry, residential, waste 

burning, road dust, agriculture residue burning, and construction, if air quality 

across large swathes of India has to be restored to moderate levels.

Our initial findings based on real-time source apportionment of online PM2.5 

composition measurements in Delhi, over the period of lockdown show that 

contribution from incinerators has dropped, indicating much less processing 
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of hotel and food waste. The real time analysis also shows contribution from 

tyre wear on road dropping close to insignificant. This point to the urgent 

need for guidelines on reuse of tyres.

Urgent retrofitting of flue gas desulphurisation units in thermal power plants 

is necessary as thermal plants are likely to continue in the near future. Going 

forward, tackling the auto sector is crucial. In bringing the economy back to 

life, filling the gap with an electric vehicle-specific stimulus package could be 

an interim solution to improving air quality.

Waste disposal and crop residue

The link between waste disposal in cities and poor air quality is a conspicuous 

one, which deserves due attention and action. Solutions lie in efficient waste 

segregation at source followed by recycling — especially for industrial 

units.

It is evident that a large amount of crop residue after each harvest cycle 

cannot be managed through traditional means or mechanised harvesters 

alone. Focus on innovation in crop residue management to minimise stubble 

burning in a sustainable and effective way across different locations alone 

can control this issue.

As the government prepares the largest ever recovery package to place 

the economy back on track, undertaking reforms such that it brings in less 

polluting industries, more clean transport and more resilient infrastructure 

will ensure that India is able to lock in a clean future and is better prepared 

for any shocks in the future.

Largest hole in the ozone layer is now closed: Here’s what 
happened
Earlier this month, scientists reported a sharp drop in ozone concentrations 

over the Arctic, believed to have been caused by unusual atmospheric 
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conditions. The hole — first identified in March 2020 — has now closed.

The Copernicus Climate Change Service (C3S) and Copernicus Atmosphere 

Monitoring Service (CAMS), by the European Centre for Medium-Range 

Weather Forecasts (ECMWF), confirmed that the largest hole in the Ozone 

layer above the Arctic had closed.

“The unprecedented 2020 northern hemisphere #OzoneHole has come to an 

end. The #PolarVortex split, allowing #ozone-rich air into the Arctic, closely 

matching last week’s forecast from the #CopernicusAtmosphere Monitoring 

Service,” the official Twitter handle of Copernicus ECMWF tweeted.

The ozone layer is a protective layer of gas in the stratosphere. It shields 

the planet from the sun’s harmful ultraviolet radiation, which can cause 

skin cancer and cataracts, apart from harming the environment.

Scientists noticed the unusually strong depletion of ozone — believed to be 

the largest such hole over the northern polar regions — in March. The hole 

could have led to a bigger threat had it moved towards the south.

Although mini ozone holes over the North Pole aren’t rare, the depletion 

over the Arctic this year was much larger. The reason for this is said to be 

the polar vortex — a circling whirlpool of stratospheric winds responsible for 

bringing cold air to Polar Regions.

Scientists also believe that the closing of the hole is because of the 

same polar vortex and not because of the lower pollution levels amid 

the coronavirus lockdown.

‘Wearing a mask’, a 2km long asteroid will fly by Earth 
tomorrow
An asteroid, named 1998 OR2, is scheduled to pass by Earth today on April 

29 at a distance of 6.2 million kilometres. Even though the asteroid is in a 

special class of near-Earth asteroid called Potentially Hazardous Objects 
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(PHOs), the Arecibo Observatory in Puerto Rico confirmed that it poses no 

threat to the planet.

The observatory started observing the asteroid on April 13 and kept an eye 

on it until April 23, after which it was no longer visible from the facility. Arecibo 

confirmed that the space rock is 2 km in diameter and rotates once every 4.1 

hours. It will safely fly by Earth on April 29 at its closest approach being 16 

times further than the Moon.

The PHOs are classified as space rocks that are bigger than 140 metres and 

come within 8 million kilometres of Earth’s orbit. At the moment, no known 

PHO poses an immediate danger to Earth but scientists keep an eye their 

future trajectories to determine the risk.

“The radar measurements allow us to know more precisely where the asteroid 

will be in the future, including its future close approaches to Earth,” Flaviane 

Venditti, a research scientist at the Arecibo Observatory said.

“In 2079, asteroid 1998 OR2 will pass Earth about 3.5 times closer than it will 

this year, so it is important to know its orbit precisely,” she added.

The observatory also captured the image of the 1998 OR2 and it features 

make it look like it is wearing a mask, said Anne Virkki, the head of Planetary 

Radar at Arecibo. “The small-scale topographic features such as hills and 

ridges on one end of asteroid 1998 OR2 are fascinating scientifically,” she 

added.

This was the ‘most dangerous place in the history of planet 
Earth’
About 100 million years ago, a part of the Sahara Desert now known as 

south-eastern Morocco, was home to fearsome dinosaurs including three of 

the largest predatory ones as well as flying reptiles. Scientists are calling the 

site as the “most dangerous place in the history of planet Earth” and “a place 
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where a human time-traveller would not last very long”.

An international team of scientists reviewed a collection of fossils found in the 

ancient rock formations known as the Kem Kem Group in Morocco’s Sahara 

Desert. They have published the first detailed and fully illustrated account of 

the fossil vertebrates as 216-page monograph in the journal ZooKeys.

Nizar Ibrahim, the lead author of the study and an assistant professor of 

Biology at the University of Detroit Mercy said that the Kem Kem Group 

provides a peek into Africa’s Age of Dinosaurs. The area is located near the 

border between Morocco and Algeria on the northwestern edge of the Sahara 

Desert. In 1996, Professor Paul Sereno from the University of Chicago and 

his colleagues introduced the informal term “Kem Kem beds” for this region 

because of its fossil-rich ledge.

Sahara Desert of the past

As per the study, about 100 million years ago the area was not dry and 

barren. Researchers say that when the creatures lived here, it was home to 

a comprehensive river system with a tropical climate and many aquatic and 

terrestrial animals.

 

Geographical setting of the Kem Kem region and outcrops. A View of the 

position of Morocco in Africa and location of the Kem Kem beds (shown in 

red). (Image:ZooKeys)
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The fossils from the Kem Kem Group reveal that it was also the area that 

included three of the largest predatory dinosaurs known to the humankind. 

These included Carcharodontosaurus, which measured over 40 feet as well 

as the Deltadromeus, a group of enormous raptors with long, slender back 

limbs.

Along with that, the area also had several predatory flying reptiles as well as 

crocodile-like hunters.

 “This was arguably the most dangerous place in the history of planet Earth, a 

place where a human time-traveller would not last very long,” Ibrahim said.

Many of the predators were relying on the abundant supply of fish in the area. 

Study co-author David Martill from the University of Portsmouth said that this 

place was filled with absolutely enormous fish, including giant coelacanths 

and lungfish.

“There is also an enormous freshwater sawfish called Onchopristis with the 

most fearsome of rostral teeth, they are like barbed daggers, but beautifully 

shiny,” Martin said.

The study required the authors to assemble the vast datasets needed for the 

project. Ibrahim led multiple collecting expeditions to the Sahara and spent 

years visiting museum and university collections on several continents.

“This monograph is going to be an important resource for palaeontologists, 

geologists and evolutionary biologists for many years to come,” Ibrahim 

said.

This Earth-size exoplanet exists in habitable zone, was hidden 
in NASA’s early Kepler data
A team of scientists has discovered an Earth-size exoplanet 300 light-years 

away while taking a second look at old observations from NASA’s Kepler 

space telescope that the agency retired in 2018. The planet, called Kepler-
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1649c, orbits its star’s habitable zone— the area around a star where a rocky 

planet could support liquid water.

The computer algorithm misidentified the exoplanet but the 

researchers reviewing Kepler data recognised the planet that is most similar 

to Earth in size and estimated temperature.

What we know about the Kepler-1649c?

As per the information shared by NASA, the Kepler-1649c is only 1.06 times 

larger than Earth. The light received by this planet from its host star is around 

75 per cent of the amount of light Earth receives from our Sun.

This means that the exoplanet’s temperature may be similar to Earth. 

However, there is a bit of a problem. Unlike Earth, the Kepler-1649c orbits 

red dwarfs, which are known for stellar flare-ups that may make a planet’s 

environment challenging for any potential life.

The exoplanet orbits its small red dwarf star so closely that a year on Kepler-

1649c is equivalent to only 19.5 Earth days.

Can it support life?

Since the Kepler-1649c is so far away from us (300 light-years away), the 

current calculations of the planet’s size have significant margins of error.

To conclude whether the Kepler-1649c can support life, scientists need more 

information on this newly discovered planet. At the moment, there is still 

much that is unknown about this exoplanet, including its atmosphere, which 

could affect the planet’s temperature as we know it, NASA said.

What does it mean for space exploration?

The Kepler-1649c system has another rocky planet of about the same size, 

but it orbits the star at about half the distance of Kepler-1649c, similar to 

how Venus orbits our Sun at about half the distance that Earth does, NASA 

said.

Since red dwarf stars are among the most common in the galaxy, it might 

mean that planets like the Kepler-1649c could be more common than 
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previously thought.

“The more data we get, the more signs we see pointing to the notion that 

potentially habitable and Earth-size exoplanets are common around these 

kinds of stars,” said Vanderburg, a researcher at the University of Texas at 

Austin and first author on the paper released in The Astrophysical Journal 

Letters.

“With red dwarfs almost everywhere around our galaxy, and these small, 

potentially habitable and rocky planets around them, the chance one of them 

isn’t too different than our Earth looks a bit brighter,” Vanderburg added.
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The facts about furry friends and COVID-19
While the WHO has initiated a study into the possibility of the novel 

coronavirus infection spreading from humans to domestic animals after a 

four-year-old female Malayan tiger at the Bronx Zoo became the first of its 

kind to test positive for the virus, some veterinarians have argued that there 

is so far no clear evidence of human-to-animal reverse transmissions.

At the Bronx zoo, a total of four tigers and three African lions were also 

said to have developed a dry cough, a typical symptom of COVID-

19 patients. Further, a study published this week on the website of the 

journal Science, found that ferrets could also potentially become infected 

with SARS-CoV2, the virus that causes the COVID-19 disease. The study, 

however added that dogs, chickens, pigs and ducks are not likely to get 

infected.

Juliet Decaestecker, an India-based veterinarian from Belgium, and author 

of the book Healthy Dog, Happy You , said, “Despite the number of global 

cases of COVID-19 surpassing the one million mark… we have only seen 

examples of two dogs and one cat in Hong Kong, and a tiger in New York, 

that had positive results of tests for infection.”

Speaking to The Hindu, Dr. Decaestecker said PCR testing conducted 

in these cases only concludes that virus material is present — a case of 

passive contamination — but that does not necessarily imply an ongoing 

infection in the animal that could be further transmitted. To be sure that 

there is an infection in the animal, antibodies testing must be performed.

The presence of the coronavirus in case of the Bronx zoo tiger, Nadia, was 

said to be due to the animal’s exposure via contact with a zoo employee 

who was actively shedding the virus.

At the broader, species level, “We can find virus fragments in the stomach 

or aerial pathways in dogs, but this could also be the virus… of the sick 
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owner in close contact with the dog,” Dr. Decaestecker noted.

Different viruses

In fact, domestic animals including dogs naturally carry other coronaviruses 

in their gastro-intestinal, respiratory tract, which are different from the novel 

coronavirus behind COVID-19, she said.

Even if a companion animal presents respiratory or gastro-intestinal signs they 

should not be routinely tested for COVID-19 at this time, lest it exacerbates 

the scarcity of testing kits for humans, Dr. Decaestecker said.

Instead, the animal’s owner should first consult with the veterinarian via phone 

to determine whether an in-clinic examination is needed. Where appropriate, 

testing for infectious diseases that commonly cause companion animal illness 

should be conducted.

If a new, concerning illness is observed that cannot be otherwise explained, 

and the companion animal has had close contact with a person with confirmed 

or suspected COVID-19 infection, the vet should contact the state public health 

veterinarian or designated health official to discuss whether or not there is a 

need to test that animal for COVID-19, Dr. Decaestecker said.

She said that in many cases there would be no reason to remove pets from 

homes even if COVID-19 has been identified in members of the household, 

unless there is risk that the pet itself is not able to be cared for appropriately.

“During this pandemic emergency, pets and people each need the support of 

the other and veterinarians are there to support the good health of both,” Dr. 

Decaestecker pointed out.

Sewage surveillance can estimate coronavirus spread in the 
community
Sampling sewage for viral particles is a time-tested method of environment 

surveillance and is routinely resorted to for understanding circulation of several 
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viruses — wild and vaccine-derived polio, rota virus, Hepatitis E and typhoid 

— in the community. Now, researchers in France have found that sewage 

surveillance can help in understanding the circulation of novel coronavirus 

(SARS-CoV-2) in the human population.

People infected with the virus have been found to shed the virus in their 

stools. And by studying sewage samples, it is possible to know the viral load 

in the community through modelling once data on how many viral particles 

are shed by individuals and how the viral particles get diluted in sewage are 

available.

Late detection

In the case of novel coronavirus, sewage surveillance becomes particularly 

useful as a large percentage of infected population is either asymptomatic or 

show only mild symptoms. Hence, there is a greatly likelihood that circulation 

of the virus in the community will be detected quite late, if at all. The circulation 

is likely to continue undetected till such time community testing is ramped up 

so that many get tested, or till such time people become severely ill, requiring 

hospitalisation.

While a few other researchers have found coronavirus in sewage samples, the 

study posted on medRxiv preprint server, which is yet to be peer-reviewed, 

has shown that the environmental surveillance is able to pick up a spike in 

virus concentration in sewage much before cases show up or overload and 

strain the healthcare system. The other benefit is that sewage surveillance 

can be carried out independent of testing in humans and will be able to pick 

up early signs even when people in the community do not show symptoms. 

The ability of sewage surveillance to decipher community spread even when 

people are asymptomatic is akin to antibody testing.

Correlation with outbreak

The study was carried out in greater Paris for a month (March 5 to April 7), and 
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samples were picked twice a week from 23 raw and eight treated wastewater 

sites. The study found that the rise and fall in coronavirus concentrations 

closely matched the COVID-19 outbreak in the region. Most interestingly, 

the team led by Dr. Moulin L from Sorbonne Universite, CNRS, Paris found 

high concentration of viral RNA about a week before multiple deaths were 

recorded in Paris on March 10.

The virus concentration in wastewater had the same trend as cases and 

deaths. The concentration of virus in the wastewater samples increased a 

few days ahead of an increase in cases and deaths in the city. “We have a 

very clear curve that precedes the curve in numbers of clinical cases, and now 

with confinement, we see a flattening of that curve,” Laurent Moulin, a study 

co-author and a microbiologist at Eau de Paris told the journal Science.

Surveillance of virus in sewage is not only easy but also good to track and 

monitor the spread of the virus in the community, says a senior researcher 

based in India who has carried out sewage surveillance for a few different 

viruses.

“Environmental surveillance is the key to know and understand community 

transmission. But one should be clear when to carry out sewage surveillance 

— when cases have come down once the outbreak has been controlled or 

before cases show up so as to predict an outbreak,” says. the researcher. 

“In the case of novel coronavirus, sewage surveillance is a good way to 

detect asymptomatic cases and those who exhibit mild symptoms, who might 

otherwise not be tested.”

According to the scientist, there are two ways to take sewage samples — 

pick up samples at several places to monitor the presence of the virus in a 

community living in upstream catchment area and/or terminal sites where 

the sewage of the city/town is treated or let out into water bodies.

Useful method

That the presence of the virus in wastewater treatment closely correlated 
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with cases in greater Paris, reflects how useful this method is in tracking 

community spread. Higher concentrations of the virus in the wastewater did 

correspond to higher number of infected people in the region.

“Viral particles in sewage samples is a collection of virus shed by many 

people in the community and is akin to pooled testing,” the scientist said. 

“But sewage sampling is not a replacement to testing for infection in people 

but is only a supplement.”

The best time and place to carry out sewage sampling in India for coronavirus 

is when testing of people has been sorted and in places where no cases 

have been reported, according to the scientist.

Coronavirus spares no major organ in the body
As the number of confirmed cases of COVID-19 crosses 2.7 million and that 

of deaths is fast approaching 192,000, physicians are beginning to realise 

that lungs are just the ground zero for the virus while the virus spreads its 

lethal tentacles to multiple organs — heart and blood vessels, kidneys, gut, 

and brain — not necessarily in one patient.

While about 80% of people infected with the virus either don’t display any 

symptoms or only mild symptoms, the remaining need hospitalisation and 

about 5% need ICU care. Who would need hospitalisation and even ICU 

care depends on how decisively the body strikes down the virus soon after 

infection. If not beaten back in the initial stage of infection, the virus invades 

the lower respiratory tract and enters the lungs, which very soon turns into a 

battle ground.

A feature published in the journal Science explains how the virus tears 

apart the body and attacks different organs with so far unseen ferocity. The 

virus enters the cells by binding to receptors found on certain cells called 

angiotensin-converting enzyme 2 (ACE2). The lining of the nose is rich in 
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cells with this receptor and hence is the site of entry into the body. The 

receptors are found in cells found in many other organs, thus leaving them 

too vulnerable.

The lungs

The tiny air sacs in the lungs called the alveoli, where oxygen exchange 

between the lungs and blood vessels take place, are rich in ACE2 receptors. 

Once the virus enters these cells, the immune system mounts an all out 

battle against the virus, disrupting the oxygen transfer and leaving the air 

sacs with fluid and dead cells, which makes breathing shallow and difficult 

and accompanied with coughing.

While some patients survive without further complications once provided 

with external oxygen support, some others deteriorate further, developing a 

condition called acute respiratory distress syndrome.

Oxygen levels drop sharply and breathing becomes harder. The lungs are by 

now riddled with fluid white blood cells, mucus, and the detritus of destroyed 

lung cells instead of air. Many patients end up on ventilators, and while some 

survive the rest either die or their condition worsens further.

Patients experiencing worsening conditions typically have their immune 

system overreacting and bringing on a “cytokine storm”, where the level 

of cytokines far exceed the levels needed resulting in healthy tissues 

being attacked. “Blood vessels leak, blood pressure drops, clots form, and 

catastrophic organ failure can ensue,” the Science feature says.

Blood supply

Heart is one of the organs that gets affected after lungs. The disruption 

seems to extend to the blood itself, causing blood clots, which when breaks 

can restrict the blood supply to the brain causing stroke or artery supplying 

blood to the lungs causing pulmonary embolism.

Infection may also lead to blood vessel constriction, causing reduced 

blood supply to organs. “Some patients have extremely low blood-oxygen 
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levels and yet are not gasping for breath. The oxygen uptake is impeded by 

constricted blood vessels rather than by clogged alveoli,” the report says. 

The virus attacking the blood vessels could be one reason why patients with 

blood pressure, diabetes are at higher risk.

Not at great risk

Surprisingly, asthmatics or patients with other respiratory diseases are not 

at great risk unlike those with vascular problems — diabetes, obesity, age, 

hypertension. Scientists are yet to understand exactly what causes damage 

to the heart and blood vessels.

Kidneys too are very vulnerable and experience in China shows that a 

sizeable fraction of patients may suffer from kidney failure. It could be due 

to direct infection by the virus, cytokine storms reducing blood supply to the 

kidneys, or pre-existing diabetes causing fatal damage to kidneys.

A small subset (5%-10%) of patients suffer from neurological problems 

— seizure-like symptoms, strokes, loss of sense of smell and taste, and at 

times even depression of brain stem reflex, which is responsible for sensing 

oxygen starvation. In rare cases, the virus finds its way into the cerebrospinal 

fluid causing meningitis and encephalitis.

“No one knows when or how the virus might penetrate the brain. But one 

scientist speculates about a possible invasion route: through the nose, then 

upward and through the olfactory bulb — explaining reports of a loss of smell 

— which connects to the brain,” the report says.

‘Recovered patients not immune to re-infection’
The World Health Organization (WHO) warned   that there is no evidence 

that people who test positive for the new coronavirus are immunised and 

protected against reinfection.

The warning suggests that the issuance of “immune passports” may promote 
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the spread of the pandemic. “There is currently no evidence that people who 

have recovered from #COVID-19 and have antibodies are protected from a 

second infection,” WHO said.

Some governments, wanting a gradual return to work and the resumption of 

economic activity, have put forward the idea of issuing documents attesting 

to the immunity of people on the basis of serological tests revealing the 

presence of antibodies in the blood.

At this point in the pandemic, there is not enough evidence about the 

effectiveness of antibody-mediated immunity to guarantee the accuracy of 

an “immunity passport” or “risk-free certificate.”

Additional validation

WHO believes that the serological tests currently used “need additional 

validation to determine their accuracy and reliability”.

In particular, the tests need to make it possible to distinguish the immune 

response to the novel coronavirus from the antibodies produced during an 

infection by another of the six known human coronaviruses, four of which are 

widespread, causing mild colds.

Indian World War I fighter pilot’s moving story emerges in 
rare UK archive
The remarkable story of an airman who overcame prejudice to become one 

of only a handful of Indian fighter pilots in the First World War has emerged 

in newly-released archive files by the UK’s Commonwealth War Graves 

Commission (CWGC).

Lieutenant Shri Krishna Chanda Welinkar is one of the thousands of moving 

stories from the war preserved in family correspondence and being brought 

alive as part of a digitisation project.

The never-before-published files contain thousands of letters, pictures and 
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other papers sent between the Commission and the next of the kin of First 

World War dead.

Among them is the story of Welinkar, who hailed from Bombay in colonial 

India. After much hardship and discrimination, he eventually became a pilot 

and went missing while on patrol over the skies above the Western Front in 

June 1918.

His family had to wait nearly three years before they finally knew for certain 

that he had died, and his grave was located.

For everyone who died in the First World War there was inevitably a partner, 

parent or child back home who had questions. The heart-breaking letters in 

CWGC’s archive give us an insight into what it was like for those families 

trying to come to terms with their loss, said Andrew Fetherston, chief archivist 

for CWGC.

They are stories that show desperate searches for closure, former enemies 

uniting and, on many occasions, the sad realisation that a missing loved one 

would always remain so. We are pleased to be able to make this invaluable 

piece of World War history accessible to a new generation and help deepen 

our understanding of how the First World War impacted those who were left 

behind, he said.

Welinkar was one of the 1.3 million Indians who answered the call to fight 

for the British Empire. Nearly 74,000 never saw their homeland again and 

are remembered today in cemeteries and memorials throughout the world, 

including France, Belgium, the Middle East and Africa.

Welinkar was a well-educated man studying at Cambridge University. He 

trained to become an aviator in Middlesex and wished to join the Royal Flying 

Corps, later known as the Royal Air Force.

Upon attempting to enlist, Welinkar encountered the same prejudices as 

his other fellow Indian airmen and was encouraged to become an air me 
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chanic instead.

He was eventually given a commission in the Royal Flying Corps as an 

Officer. In 1918, he was posted to France and patrolled the skies above the 

Western Front.

In June 1918, Lieutenant Welinkar embarked on what would be his final patrol; 

he did not return and was reported missing. His fate remained unknown for 

many months afterwards.

The newly-released e-files chronicle the remarkable discovery of Welinkar 

and his final resting place long after the war had ended. Colonel Barton, who 

knew Welinkar, acted on behalf of his mother and helped find her missing 

son. They spoke to former enemies and honed their search to the grave of 

an unidentified man, buried by the Germans as Oberleutnant S.C. Wumkar 

in a grave in Rouvroy, Belgium.

The body was later moved and reinterred in Hangard Communal Cemetery 

Extension but it wasn’t until the vital clue, found in the original German burial 

records in February 1921, that it was confirmed beyond doubt this grave was 

of Welinkar’s.

In May 1921, Colonel Barton, on behalf of Welinkar’s mother, requested that 

a Commission headstone be placed on the grave with the following personal 

inscription: To the Honoured Memory of One of the Empire’s Bravest Sons.

This records known as Enquiry Files are part of a collection of nearly 3,000 files 

which have never been made available to the public before. Nearly half have 

been digitised so far, alongside a previously unreleased collection of more 

than 16,000 photographs held in negatives in the Commission’s archive.

The files, internally referred to simply as E-Files, contain correspondence 

between the CWGC and the next of kin of the war dead. They often contain 

letters, typed memos between Commission staff and on occasion photos, 

maps and diagrams.

CWGC only holds an enquiry file for a small proportion of the 1.7 million 
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people it commemorates from the Commonwealth. Today it is only possible 

to release those surviving records from the First World War because 

correspondence with families of Second World War casualties often involves 

people still alive today and cannot be made public for many years, due to the 

UK’s data protection rules.

To date, more than 1,300 of the surviving 3,000 First World War enquiry files 

have been digitised.

The CWGC commemorates the 1.7 million Commonwealth servicemen 

and women who died during the two World Wars. It also holds and updates 

an extensive and accessible records archive, while operating over 23,000 

locations in more than 150 countries and territories.


